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PROLOGUE 


a 


An UNEXPECTED AUDIENCE 


Magic was outlawed in all four kingdoms—and that was putting it lightly. 


Legally, magic was the worst criminal act a person could commit, and 
socially, there was nothing considered more despicable. In most areas, just 
being associated with a convicted witch or warlock was an offense 
punishable by death. 

In the Northern Kingdom, perpetrators and their families were put on 
trial and promptly burned at the stake. In the Eastern Kingdom, very little 
evidence was needed to sentence the accused and their loved ones to hang 
at the gallows. And in the Western Kingdom, suspected witches and 
warlocks were drowned without any trial whatsoever. 

The executions were rarely committed by law enforcement or kingdom 
officials. Most commonly, the punishments were carried out by mobs of 
angry citizens who took the law into their own hands. Although frowned 
upon, the brutal sport was completely tolerated by the kingdoms’ 
sovereigns. In truth, the leaders were delighted their people had something 
besides government to direct their anger toward. So the monarchs 
welcomed the distraction and even encouraged it during times of political 
unrest. 

“He or she who chooses a path of magic has chosen a path of 
condemnation,” King Nobleton of the North proclaimed. Meanwhile, his 
negligent choices were causing the worst famine in his kingdom’s history. 

“We must never show sympathy to people with such abominable 
priorities,” Queen Endustria of the East declared, and then immediately 
raised taxes to finance a summer palace. 

“Magic is an insult to God and nature, and a danger to morality as we 
know it,” King Warworth of the West remarked. Luckily for him, the 
statement distracted his people from rumors about the eight illegitimate 
children he had fathered with eight different mistresses. 

Once a witch or warlock was exposed, persecution was nearly 
impossible to escape. Many fled into the thick and dangerous forest known 
as the In-Between that grew between borders. Unfortunately, the In- 


Between was home to dwarfs, elves, goblins, trolls, ogres, and all the other 
species humankind had banished over the years. The witches and warlocks 
seeking asylum in the woods usually found a quick and violent demise at 
the hands of a barbaric creature. 

The only mercy whatsoever for witch-and-warlock-kind (if it could even 
be considered mercy) was found in the Southern Kingdom. 

As soon as King Champion XIV inherited the throne from his father, the 
late Champion XIII, his first royal decree was to abolish the death penalty 
for convicted practitioners of magic. Instead, the offenders were sentenced 
to life imprisonment with hard labor (and they were reminded every day 
how grateful they should be). The king didn’t amend the law purely out of 
the goodness of his heart, but as an attempt to make peace with a traumatic 
memory. 

When Champion was a child, his own mother was beheaded for a 
“suspected interest” in magic. The charge came from Champion XIII 
himself, so no one thought to question the accusation or investigate the 
queen’s innocence, although Champion XIII’s motives were questioned on 
the day following his wife’s execution, when he married a much younger 
and prettier woman. Since the queen’s untimely end, Champion XIV had 
counted down the days until he could avenge his mother by destroying his 
father’s legacy. And as soon as the crown was placed on his head, 
Champion XIV devoted most of his reign to erasing Champion XIII from 
the Southern Kingdom’s history. 

Now in old age, King Champion XIV spent the majority of his time 
doing the least he possibly could. His royal decrees had been reduced to 
grunts and eye rolls. Instead of royal visitations, the king lazily waved to 
crowds from the safety of a speeding carriage. And the closest thing he 
made to royal statements anymore were complaints about his castle’s halls 
being “too long” and the staircases “too steep.” 

Champion made a hobby of avoiding people—especially his self- 
righteous family. He ate his meals alone, went to bed early, slept in late, and 
cherished his lengthy afternoon naps (and God have mercy on the poor soul 
that woke him before he was ready). 

Although on one particular afternoon, the king was prematurely woken, 
not by a careless grandchild or clumsy chambermaid, but by a sudden 
change in the weather. Champion awoke with fright to heavy raindrops 


thudding against his chamber windows and powerful winds whistling down 
his chimney. It had been such a sunny and clear day when he went to bed, 
so the storm was quite a surprise for the groggy sovereign. 

“T’ve risen,” Champion announced. 

The king waited for the nearest servant to scurry in and help him down 
from his tall bed, but his call was unanswered. 

Champion aggressively cleared his throat. “I said I’ve risen,” he called 
again, but strangely, there was still no response. 

The king’s joints cracked as he begrudgingly climbed out of bed, and he 
mumbled a series of curse words as he hobbled across the stone floor to 
retrieve his robe and slippers. Once he was dressed, Champion burst 
through his chamber doors, intending to scold the first servant he laid eyes 
on. 

“Why is no one responding? What could possibly be more important 
than—” 

Champion fell silent and looked around in disbelief. The drawing room 
outside his chambers was usually bustling with maids and butlers, but now 
it was completely empty. Even the soldiers who guarded the doors day and 
night had abandoned their posts. 

The king peered into the hallway beyond the drawing room, but it was 
just as empty. Not only was it vacant of servants and soldiers, but all the 
light had disappeared, too. Every candle in the chandeliers and all the 
torches on the walls had been extinguished. 

“Hello?” Champion called down the hall. “Is anyone there?” But all he 
heard was his own voice echoing back to him. 

The king cautiously moved through the castle searching for another 
living soul, but he only found more and more darkness at every turn. It was 
incredibly unsettling—he had lived in the castle since he was a small boy 
and had never seen it so lifeless. Champion looked through every window 
he passed, but the rain and fog blocked his view of anything outside. 

Eventually the king rounded the corner of a long hallway and spotted 
flickering lights coming from his private study. The door was wide open 
and someone was enjoying a fire inside. It would have been a very inviting 
sight if the circumstances weren’t so eerie. With each step he took, the 
king’s heart beat faster and faster, and he anxiously peered into the doorway 
to see who or what was waiting inside. 


“Oh, look! The king is awake!” 

“Finally.” 

“Now, now, girls. We must be respectful to His Majesty.” 

The king found two young girls and a beautiful woman sitting on the 
sofa in his study. Upon his entrance, they quickly rose from their seats and 
bowed in his direction. 

“Your Majesty, what a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” the woman 
said. 

She wore an elegant purple gown that matched her large bright eyes, and 
curiously, only one glove, which covered her left arm. Her dark hair was 
tucked beneath an elaborate fascinator with flowers, feathers, and a short 
veil that fell over her face. The girls couldn’t have been older than ten, and 
wore plain white robes and cloth headwraps. 

“Who the heck are you?” Champion asked. 

“Oh, forgive me,” the woman said. “I’m Madame Weatherberry and 
these are my apprentices, Miss Tangerina Turkin and Miss Skylene 
Lavenders. I hope you don’t mind that we made ourselves at home in your 
study. We’ve traveled an awfully long way to be here and couldn’t resist a 
nice fire while we waited.” 

Madame Weatherberry seemed to be a very warm and charismatic 
woman. She was the last person the king had expected to find in the 
abandoned castle, which in many ways made the woman and the situation 
even stranger. Madame Weatherberry extended her right arm to shake 
Champion’s hand, but he didn’t accept the friendly gesture. Instead, the 
monarch looked his unexpected guests up and down and took a full step 
backward. 

The girls giggled and eyed the paranoid king, as if they were looking 
into his soul and found it laughable. 

“This is a private room in a royal residence!” Champion reprimanded 
them. “How dare you enter without permission! I could have you whipped 
for this!” 

“Please pardon our intrusion,” Madame Weatherberry said. “It’s rather 
out of character for us to barge into someone’s home unannounced, but I’m 
afraid I had no choice. You see, I’ve been writing to your secretary, Mr. 
Fellows, for quite some time. I was hoping to schedule an audience with 
you, but unfortunately, Mr. Fellows never responded to any of my letters— 


he’s a rather inefficient man, if you don’t mind me saying it. Perhaps it’s 
time to replace him? Anyway, there’s a very timely matter I’m eager to 
discuss with you, so here we are.” 

“How did this woman get inside?” the king shouted into the empty 
castle. “Where in God’s name is everyone?!” 

“Pm afraid all your subjects are indisposed at the moment,” Madame 
Weatherberry informed him. 

“What do you mean indisposed?” Champion barked. 

“Oh, it’s nothing to be concerned about—just a little enchantment to 
secure our Safety. I promise, all your servants and soldiers will return once 
we’ve had time to talk. I find diplomacy is so much easier when there are 
no distractions, don’t you?” 

Madame Weatherberry spoke in a calm manner, but one word made 
Champion’s eyes grow wide and his blood pressure soar. 

“Enchantment?” The king gasped. “You’re... you’re... you’re a 
WITCH!” 

Champion pointed his finger at Madame Weatherberry in such a panic 
he pulled every muscle in his right shoulder. The king groaned as he 
clutched his arm, and his guests snickered at his dramatic display. 

“No, Your Majesty, I am not a witch,” she said. 

“Don’t you lie to me, woman!” the king shouted. “Only witches make 
enchantments!” 

“No, Your Majesty, that is not true.” 

“You’re a witch and you’ve cursed this castle with magic! You’ll pay for 
this!” 

“I see listening isn’t your strong suit,’ Madame Weatherberry said. 
“Perhaps if I repeated myself three times my message would sink in? I find 
that’s a helpful tool with slow learners. Here we go—I am not a witch. I am 
not a witch. Iam not a—” 

“TF YOU’RE NOT A WITCH, THEN WHAT ARE YOU?” 

It didn’t matter how loud the king yelled or how agitated he became; 
Madame Weatherberry’s polite demeanor never faded. 

“Actually, Your Majesty, that’s among the topics I would like to discuss 
with you this evening,” she said. “Now, we don’t wish to take any more of 
your time than necessary. Won’t you please have a seat so we can begin?” 

As if pulled by an invisible hand, the chair behind the king’s desk 


moved on its own, and Madame Weatherberry gestured for him to sit. 
Champion wasn’t certain he had a choice in the matter, so he took a seat 
and nervously glanced back and forth at the visitors. The girls sat on the 
sofa and folded their hands neatly in their laps. Madame Weatherberry sat 
between her apprentices and flipped her veil upward so she could look the 
sovereign directly in the eye. 

“First, I wanted to thank you, Your Majesty,” Madame Weatherberry 
began. “You’re the only ruler in history to show the magical community any 
mercy—granted, some might say life imprisonment with hard labor is 
worse than death—but it’s still a step in the right direction. And I’m 
confident we can turn these steps into strides if we just—Your Majesty, is 
something wrong? I don’t seem to have your full attention.” 

Bizarre buzzing and swishing noises had captured the king’s curiosity as 
she spoke. He looked around the study but couldn’t find the source of the 
odd noises. 

“Sorry, I thought I heard something,” the king said. “You were saying?” 

“T was professing my gratitude for the mercy you’ve shown the magical 
community.” 

The king grunted with disgust. “Well, you’re mistaken if you think I 
have any empathy for the magical community,” he scoffed. “On the 
contrary, I believe magic is just as foul and unnatural as all the other 
sovereigns do. My concern is with the people who use magic to take 
advantage of the law.” 

“And that’s commendable, sir,’ Madame Weatherberry said. “Your 
devotion to justice is what separates you from all the other monarchs. Now, 
Pd like to enlighten your perspective on magic, so you may continue 
making this kingdom a fairer and safer place for all your people. After all, 
justice cannot exist for one if it doesn’t exist for everyone.” 

Their conversation had just begun and the king was already starting to 
resent it. “What do you mean enlighten my perspective?” he sneered. 

“Your Majesty, the way magic is criminalized and stigmatized is the 
greatest injustice of our time. But with the proper modifications and 
amendments—and some strategic publicity—we can change all that. 
Together, we can create a society that encourages all walks of life and raises 
them to their greatest potential and—Your Majesty, are you listening? I 
seem to have lost you again.” 


Once more, the king was distracted by the mysterious buzzing and 
swishing sounds. His eyes searched the study more frantically than before 
and he only heard every other word Madame Weatherberry said. 

“I must have misunderstood you,” he said. “For a moment, it sounded as 
if you were suggesting the legalization of magic.” 

“Oh, there was no misunderstanding,” Madame Weatherberry said with 
a laugh. “The legalization of magic is exactly what I’m suggesting.” 

Champion suddenly sat up in his seat and clenched the armrests of his 
chair. Madame Weatherberry had his undivided attention now. She couldn’t 
possibly be implying something so ludicrous. 

“What is wrong with you, woman?” the king sneered. “Magic can never 
be legalized!” 

“Actually, sir, it’s very much in the realm of possibility,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. “All that’s required is a simple decree that 
decriminalizes the act and then, in good time, the stigma surrounding it will 
diminish.” 

“I would sooner decriminalize murder and thievery!” the king declared. 
“The Lord clearly states in the Book of Faith that magic is a horrendous sin, 
and therefore a crime in this kingdom! And if crimes didn’t have 
consequences, we would live in utter chaos!” 

“That’s where you’re mistaken, Your Majesty,” she said. “You see, 
magic is not the crime the world thinks it is.” 

“Of course it is!” he objected. “I have witnessed magic being used to 
trick and torment innocent people! I have seen the bodies of children who 
were slaughtered for potions and spells! I have been to villages plagued by 
curses and hexes! So don’t you dare defend magic to me, Madame! The 
magical community will never receive an ounce of sympathy or 
understanding from this sovereign!” 

Champion couldn’t have made his opposition any clearer, but Madame 
Weatherberry moved to the edge of her seat and smiled as if they had found 
common ground. 

“This may surprise you, sir, but I completely agree,” she said. 

“You do?” he asked with a suspicious gaze. 

“Oh yes, completely,” she repeated. “I believe those who torment 
innocent people should be punished for their actions—and harshly, I might 
add. There’s just one minor flaw in your reasoning. The situations you’ve 


witnessed aren’t caused by magic but by witchcraft.” 

The king tensed his brow and glanced at Madame Weatherberry as if she 
were speaking a foreign language. “Witchcraft?” he said mockingly. “I’ve 
never heard of such a thing.” 

“Then allow me to explain,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Witchcraft is 
a ghastly and destructive practice. It stems from a dark desire to deceive and 
disrupt. Only people with wicked hearts are capable of witchcraft, and 
believe me, they deserve whatever fate they bring upon themselves. But 
magic is something else entirely. At its core, magic is a pure and positive art 
form. It’s meant to help and heal those in need and can only come from 
those with goodness in their hearts.” 

The king sank back into his chair and held his head, dizzy with 
confusion. 

“Oh dear, I’ve overwhelmed you,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Let me 
simplify it for you, then. Magic is good, magic is good, magic is good. 
Witchcraft is bad, witchcraft is bad, witchcraft is—” 

“Don’t patronize me, woman—I heard you!” the king griped. “Give me 
a moment to wrap my head around it!” 

Champion let out a long sigh and massaged his temples. It was usually 
difficult for him to process information so shortly after a nap, but this was 
an entirely different beast. The king covered his eyes and concentrated, as if 
he were reading a book behind his eyelids. 

“You’re saying magic is not the same as witchcraft?” 

“Correct,” Madame Weatherberry said with an encouraging nod. 
“Apples and oranges.” 

“And the two are different in nature?” 

“Polar opposites, sir.” 

“So, if not witches, what do you call people who practice magic?” 

Madame Weatherberry held her head high with pride. “We call ourselves 
fairies, sir.” 

“Fairies?” the king asked. 

“Yes, fairies,” she repeated. “Now do you understand my desire to 
enlighten your perspective? The world’s concern isn’t with fairies who 
practice magic, it’s with witches who commit witchcraft. But tragically, 
we’ve been grouped together and condemned as one and the same for 
centuries. Fortunately, with my guidance and your influence, we are more 


than capable of rectifying this.” 

“T’m afraid I disagree,” the king said. 

“I beg your pardon?” Madame Weatherberry replied. 

“One man may steal because of greed, and another may steal for 
survival, but they’re both thieves—it doesn’t matter if one has goodness in 
his heart.” 

“But, sir, I thought I made it perfectly clear that witchcraft is the crime, 
not magic.” 

“Yes, but both have been considered sinful since the beginning of time,” 
Champion went on. “Do you know how difficult it is to redefine something 
for society? It took me decades to convince my kingdom that potatoes 
aren’t poisonous—and people still avoid them in the markets!” 

Madame Weatherberry shook her head in disbelief. “Are you comparing 
an innocent race of people to potatoes, sir?” 

“T understand your objective, Madame, but the world isn’t ready for it— 
heck, I’m not ready for it! If you want to save the fairies from unfair 
punishment, then I suggest you teach them to keep quiet and resist the urge 
to use magic! That would be far easier than convincing a stubborn world to 
change its ways.” 

“Resist the urge? Sir, you can’t be serious!” 

“Why not? Normal people live above temptation every day.” 

“Because you’re implying magic comes with an off switch—like it’s 
some sort of choice.” 

“Of course magic is a choice!” 

“NO! IT! IS! NOOOOT!” 

For the first time since their interaction had begun, Madame 
Weatherberry’s pleasant temperament changed. A shard of deep-seated 
anger pierced through her cheery disposition and her face fell into a stony, 
intimidating glare. It was as if Champion were facing a different woman 
altogether—a woman who should be feared. 

“Magic is not a choice,” Madame Weatherberry said sharply. “Ignorance 
is a choice. Hatred is a choice. Violence is a choice. But someone’s 
existence is never a choice, or a fault, and it’s certainly not a crime. You 
would be wise to educate yourself.” 

Champion was too afraid to say another word. It may have been his 
imagination, but the king could have swom the storm outside was 


intensifying as Madame Weatherberry’s temper rose. It was obviously a 
state she rarely surrendered to because her apprentices seemed as uneasy as 
the king. The fairy closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and calmed herself 
before continuing their discussion. 

“Perhaps we should give His Majesty a demonstration,’ Madame 
Weatherberry suggested. “Tangerina? Skylene? Will you please show King 
Champion why magic isn’t a choice?” 

The apprentices exchanged an eager grin—they had been waiting for 
this. They hopped to their feet, removed their robes, and unwound their 
headwraps. Tangerina revealed a dress made from dripping patches of 
honeycomb and a beehive of bright orange hair that was the home of a live 
swarm of bumblebees. Skylene uncovered a sapphire bathing suit, and 
instead of hair, she had a continuous stream of water that flowed down her 
body, evaporating as it reached her feet. 

Champion’s mouth dropped open as he laid eyes on what the girls had 
been concealing. In all his years on the throne, he had never seen magic so 
materialized in a person’s appearance. The mystery of the strange buzzing 
and swishing noises was solved. 

“My God,” the king said breathlessly. “Are all fairies like this?” 

“Magic affects each of us differently,” Madame Weatherberry said. 
“Some people lead completely normal lives until their magic presents itself, 
while others show physical traits from the moment they’re born.” 

“That can’t be true,” the king argued. “If people were born with magical 
features, the prisons would be filled with infants! And our courts have never 
imprisoned a baby.” 

Madame Weatherberry lowered her head and looked to the floor with a 
sad gaze. 

“That’s because most fairies are killed or abandoned at birth. Their 
parents fear the consequences of bringing a magical child into the world, so 
they do what is necessary to avoid punishment. It was a miracle I found 
Tangerina and Skylene before they were harmed, but many aren’t so lucky. 
Your Majesty, I understand your reservation, but what’s happening to these 
children is cruel and primitive. Decriminalizing magic is about much more 
than injustice, it’s about saving innocents! Surely, you can find sympathy 
and understanding in your heart for that.” 

Champion knew he lived in a harsh world, but he had been oblivious to 


such horrors. He rocked back and forth in his chair as his reluctance waged 
war with his empathy. Madame Weatherberry could tell she was making 
progress with the king, so she used a sentiment she had been saving for just 
the right moment. 

“Think how different the world would be if it had a little more 
compassion for the magical community. Think how different your life 
would be, Your Majesty.” 

Suddenly, Champion’s mind was flooded with memories of his mother. 
He remembered her face, her smile, her laugh, but most prominently of all, 
he remembered the tight embrace they had shared just before she was 
dragged to an untimely death. Despite how rusty his memory had become 
with age, those images were forever branded in his brain. 

“I would like to help you, but decriminalizing magic may be more 
problematic than productive. Forcing the public to accept what they hate 
and fear could cause a rebellion! Witch hunts as we know them could 
escalate into full-fledged genocide!” 

“Believe me, I’m no stranger to human nature,” Madame Weatherberry 
said. “The legalization of magic can’t be rushed. On the contrary, it must be 
handled gently, with patience and persistence. If we want to change the 
world’s opinion it must be encouraged, not forced—and nothing encourages 
people like a good spectacle.” 

A nervous tension spread over the king’s face. “Spectacle?” he asked 
fearfully. “What sort of spectacle are you planning?” 

Madame Weatherberry smiled and her bright eyes grew even brighter— 
this was the part she had been waiting for. 

“When I first met Tangerina and Skylene, they were captives of their 
own magic,” she told him. “No one could get near Tangerina without being 
attacked by her bees, and poor Skylene was living in a lake because she 
soaked everything she stepped on. So I took the girls under my wing and 
taught them to control their magic, and now they’re both perfectly 
functioning young adults. It breaks my heart to think of all the other 
children out there who are struggling with who or what they are, so I’ve 
decided to open my doors and give them a proper education.” 

“You’re going to start a school?” the king asked. 

“Precisely,” she said. “I call it Madame Weatherberry’s Academy for 
Young Practitioners of Magic—although it’s still a working title.” 


“And where will this academy be?” he asked. 

“T’ve recently secured a few acres in the southeast In-Between.” 

“The In-Between?” the king protested. “Woman, are you mad? The In- 
Between is much too dangerous for children! You can’t start a school 
there!” 

“Oh, I won’t argue that,” Madame Weatherberry said. “The In-Between 
is exceptionally dangerous for people unfamiliar with its territories. 
However, there are many members of the magical community, including 
myself, who have lived quite comfortably in the In-Between for decades. 
The land I’ve acquired is very remote and private. I’ve installed all the 
proper protections to guarantee my students’ safety.” 

“But how is an academy going to help achieve the legalization of 
magic?” 

“Once I’ve trained my pupils to master their abilities, we’ll slowly 
introduce ourselves to the world. We’ll use our magic to heal the sick and 
help those in need. After some time, word of our compassion will have 
spread through the kingdoms. Fairies will become examples of generosity 
and we’ ll win people’s affection. The world will see all the good that magic 
has to offer, their opinions on magic will change, and the magical 
community will finally be embraced.” 

Champion scratched his chin as he contemplated Madame 
Weatherberry’s lavish plan. Of all the details she had given him, she was 
forgetting the most important of all—his involvement. 

“You seem very capable of doing this on your own. What do you want 
from me?” 

“Naturally, I want your consent,” she said. “Fairies want to be trusted, 
and the only way we’ll earn trust is by doing things the right way. So I 
would like your official permission to travel openly through the Southern 
Kingdom as I recruit students. I would also like your promise that the 
children and families I encounter will be spared from prosecution. My 
mission is to offer these youngsters a better life; I don’t want to put anyone 
in legal jeopardy. It’ll be very difficult convincing parents to let their 
children attend a school for magic, but having their sovereign’s blessing 
will make it much easier—especially if that blessing is in writing.” 

Madame Weatherberry waved a hand over the king’s desk and a golden 
piece of parchment appeared before him. Everything she had requested was 


already written out—all she needed was the king’s signature. Champion 
anxiously rubbed his legs as he read the document over and over again. 

“This could go wrong in so many ways,” the king said. “If my subjects 
found out I gave a witch—excuse me—a fairy permission to take their 
children to a magical school, there would be rioting in the streets! My 
people would want my head on a platter!” 

“In that case, tell your people you ordered me to cleanse your kingdom 
of the magical children,” she suggested. “Say that in an effort to create a 
future without magic, you had the young rounded up and taken away. I’ve 
found that the more vulgar a declaration, the more humankind embraces it.” 

“Still, this is a gamble for both of us! Having my permission doesn’t 
guarantee your protection. Aren’t you worried about your safety?” 

“Your Majesty, Pll remind you that I made the staff of an entire castle 
disappear into thin air, Tangerina controls a swarm of bees, and Skylene has 
enough water flowing through her body to flood a canyon. We can protect 
ourselves.” 

Despite her testimony, the king appeared more fearful than convinced. 
Madame Weatherberry was so close to getting what she wanted—she had to 
extinguish Champion’s doubt before it overpowered him. Luckily, she still 
had one more weapon in her arsenal to gain his approval. 

“Tangerina? Skylene? Would you please give the king and me a moment 
alone?” she asked. 

It was evident Tangerina and Skylene didn’t want to miss any part of 
Madame Weatherberry’s conversation with the king, but they respected 
their chaperone’s wishes and waited in the hall. Once the door was shut 
behind them, Madame Weatherberry leaned toward Champion and looked 
deep into his eyes with a grave expression. 

“Sir, are you aware of the Northern Conflict?” she asked. 

If the king’s bulging eyes were any indication, Champion was much 
more than aware. Just the mention of the Northern Conflict had a 
paralyzing effect on him and he struggled to respond. 

“How—how—how on earth do you know about that?” he inquired. 
“That is a classified matter!” 

“The magical community may be small and divided, but word spreads 
quickly when one of us is... well, causing a scene.” 

“Causing a scene? That’s what you people call it?!” 


“Your Majesty, please keep your voice down,” she said, and then nodded 
to the door. “Bad news has an easy way of finding young ears. My girls 
would worry themselves sick if they knew about what we’re discussing.” 

Champion could relate because he was starting to feel sick himself. 
Being reminded of the subject was like being reacquainted with a ghost—a 
ghost he thought had been put to rest. 

“Why are you even mentioning such a horrible thing?” he asked. 

“Because right now there is no guarantee the Northern Conflict won’t 
cross the border and arrive at your front door,’ Madame Weatherberry 
warned him. 

The king shook his head. “That won’t happen. King Nobleton assured 
me he took care of the situation. He gave us his word.” 

“King Nobleton lied to you! He told the other sovereigns he has the 
conflict under control because he’s humiliated by how severe the situation 
has become! Over half the Northern Kingdom has perished! Three-quarters 
of his army are gone and what’s left shrinks daily! The king blames the loss 
on famine because he’s terrified he’d lose the throne if his people knew the 
truth!” 

All the color faded from Champion’s face and he trembled in his seat. 
“Well? Can anything be done? Or am I just supposed to sit and wait to 
perish, myself?” 

“Recently, there’s been hope,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Nobleton 
has appointed a new commander, General White, to lead the remaining 
defenses. So far, the general has sequestered the situation more successfully 
than his predecessors.” 

“Well, that’s something,” the king said. 

“T pray General White will resolve the matter, but you must be prepared 
if he fails,” she said. “And should the conflict cross into the Southern 
Kingdom, having an academy of trained fairies in your corner could be very 
beneficial to you.” 

“You believe your students could stop the conflict?” he asked with 
desperate eyes. 

“Yes, Your Majesty,” she said with complete confidence. “I believe my 
future students will accomplish many things the world considers impossible 
today. But first, they’ll need a place to learn and a teacher to guide them.” 

Champion went very still as he thought the proposition over. 


“Yes... yes, they could be extremely beneficial,’ he said to himself. 
“Naturally, Pll have to consult my Advisory Council of High Justices 
before giving you an answer.” 

“Actually, sir,” Madame Weatherberry said, “I believe this is a matter we 
can settle without consulting the High Justices. They tend to be a rather old- 
fashioned group and I would hate for their stubborn tendencies to get in our 
way. Besides, there have been discussions circulating the country that you 
should be aware of. Many of your people are convinced the High Justices 
are the true rulers of the Southern Kingdom, and you are nothing but their 
puppet.” 

“Why, that’s outrageous!” the king exclaimed. “I’m the sovereign—my 
will is law!” 

“Indeed,” she said. “Any able-minded person knows that. However, the 
rumors remain. If I were you, I would start disproving those nasty theories 
by defying the High Justices every so often. And I can’t think of a better 
way to practice that than by signing the document before you.” 

Champion nodded as he considered her warning, and eventually, her 
persuasion guided him to a decision. 

“Very well,” the king said. “You may recruit two students from the 
Southern Kingdom for your school of magic—one boy and one girl—but 
that is all. And you must receive written permission from your pupils’ 
guardians or they are not allowed to attend your school.” 

“I confess I was hoping for a better arrangement, but I will take what I 
can get,” Madame Weatherberry said. “You have a deal.” 

The king retrieved a quill and ink from inside his desk and made his 
amendments to the golden document. Once he was finished with his 
corrections, Champion signed the agreement and authenticated it with a 
wax seal of his family’s royal crest. Madame Weatherberry jumped to her 
feet and clapped in celebration. 

“Oh, what a wonderful moment this is! Tangerina? Skylene? Come in! 
The king has granted our request!” 

The apprentices hurried into the study and became giddy at the sight of 
the king’s signature. Tangerina rolled up the document and Skylene tied it 
with a silver ribbon. 

“Thank you so much, Your Majesty,” Madame Weatherberry said, 
lowering her fascinator’s veil over her face. “I promise you won’t regret 


this!” 

The king snorted skeptically and rubbed his tired eyes. “I pray you know 
what you’re doing, because if you don’t, Pl tell the kingdom I was 
bewitched and bribed by a—” 

Champion gasped when he looked up. Madame Weatherberry and her 
apprentices had vanished into thin air. The king hurried to the doorway to 
see if they had dashed into the hallway, but it was just as empty as before. 
Within moments of their departure, all the candles and all the torches 
throughout the castle were magically relit. Footsteps echoed down the halls 
as the servants and soldiers returned to their duties. The king went to a 
window and noticed that even the storm had disappeared, but Champion 
found little comfort in the clearing weather. 

On the contrary, it was impossible for the king to feel anything but dread 
as he skimmed the northern skies, knowing that somewhere on the horizon, 
the true storm awaited.... 





CHAPTER ONE 
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Books AND BREAKFAST 


k was no mystery why all the monks in the Southern Kingdom’s capital 


were hard of hearing. Every morning at dawn, the city of Chariot Hills was 
subjected to ten minutes of uninterrupted, ear-piercing cathedral bells. Like 
the tremors of an earthquake, the clanking tones rattled the town square, 
then pulsated through the city streets and shook the surrounding villages. 
The monks purposely rang the bells in a manic and irregular manner to 
ensure every citizen was awake and participating in the Lord’s day, and 
once they finished waking all the sinners, the monks hurried back to bed. 

Although not everyone in the area was affected by the cathedral bells. 
The monks would have been furious to learn a young woman in the 
countryside managed to sleep through their obnoxious ringing. 

Fourteen-year-old Brystal Evergreen awoke the same way she did every 
morning—to the sound of banging on her bedroom door. 

“Brystal, are you awake? Brystal?” 

Her blue eyes fluttered open somewhere between the seventh and eighth 
time her mother pounded on the door. Brystal wasn’t a heavy sleeper, but 
mornings were a challenge because she was usually exhausted from staying 
up late the night before. 

“Brystal? Answer me, child!” 

Brystal sat up in bed as the cathedral bells played their final toll in the 
distance. She found an open copy of The Tales of Tidbit Twitch by Tomfree 
Taylor lying on her stomach and a pair of glasses dangling from the tip of 
her nose. Once again, Brystal had fallen asleep reading, and she quickly 
disposed of the evidence before she was caught. She stashed the book under 
her pillow, tucked her reading glasses into the pocket of her nightgown, and 
extinguished a candle on her nightstand that had been burning the whole 
night. 

“Young lady, it’s ten past six! I’m coming in 

Mrs. Evergreen pushed the door open and charged into her daughter’s 
bedroom like a bull released from a pen. She was a thin woman with a pale 
face and dark circles under her eyes. Her hair was pulled into a tight bun on 
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top of her head, and like the reins of a horse, it kept her alert and motivated 
throughout her daily chores. 

“So you are awake,” she said with one eyebrow raised. “Is a simple 
acknowledgment too much to ask for?” 

“Good morning, Mother,” Brystal said cheerfully. “I hope you slept 
well.” 

“Not as well as you, apparently,” Mrs. Evergreen said. “Honestly, child, 
how do you sleep through those dreadful bells every morning? They’re loud 
enough to wake the dead.” 

“Just lucky, I suppose,” she said through a large yawn. 

Mrs. Evergreen laid a white dress at the foot of Brystal’s bed and shot 
her daughter a scornful look. 

“You left your uniform on the clothesline again,” she said. “How many 
times do I have to remind you to pick up after yourself? I can barely 
manage the laundry for your father and brothers—I don’t have time to clean 
up after you, too.” 

“Tm sorry, Mother,” Brystal apologized. “I was going to get it after I 
finished the dishes last night, but I guess I forgot.” 

“You’ve got to stop being so careless! Daydreaming is the last quality 
men look for in a wife,” her mother warned. “Now hurry up and get dressed 
so you can help me with breakfast. It’s a big day for your brother so we’re 
making his favorite.” 

Mrs. Evergreen headed for the door but paused when she noticed a 
strange scent lingering in the air. 

“Do I smell smoke?” she asked. 

“T just blew out my candle,” Brystal explained. 

“And why was your candle burning so early in the morning?” Mrs. 
Evergreen said. 

“T—] accidentally left it on during the night,” she confessed. 

Mrs. Evergreen crossed her arms and glared at her daughter. “Brystal, 
you better not be doing what I think you’re doing,” she warned. “Because I 
worry what your father might do if he finds out you’ve been reading again.” 

“No, I promise!” Brystal lied. “I just like sleeping with a lit candle. 
Sometimes I get scared in the dark.” 

Unfortunately, Brystal was a terrible liar. Mrs. Evergreen saw through 
her daughter’s dishonesty like a window she had recently cleaned. 


“The world is dark, Brystal,” she said. “You’re a fool if you let anything 
tell you otherwise. Now hand it over.” 

“But, Mother, please! I only have a few pages left!” 

“Brystal Evergreen, this is not up for discussion!” Mrs. Evergreen said. 
“You’re breaking the rules of this house and the laws of this kingdom! Now 
hand it over immediately or I will fetch your father!” 

Brystal sighed and surrendered her copy of The Tales of Tidbit Twitch 
from under her pillow. 

“And the others?” Mrs. Evergreen asked with an open palm. 

“That’s the only one I have—” 

“Young lady, I will not tolerate any more of your lies! Books in your 
bedroom are like mice in the garden—there’s never just one. Now give me 
the others or I will fetch your father.” 

Brystal’s posture sank with her spirits. She stepped out of bed and led 
her mother to a loose floorboard in the corner of the bedroom where she 
kept a hidden collection. Mrs. Evergreen gasped when her daughter 
revealed over a dozen books in the floor. There were texts on history, 
religion, law, and economics, as well as fictional titles of adventure, 
mystery, and romance. And judging by the distressed covers and pages, 
Brystal had read each book multiple times. 

“Oh, Brystal,” Mrs. Evergreen said with a heavy heart. “Of all the things 
for a girl your age to be interested in, why does it have to be books?” 

Mrs. Evergreen said the word like she was describing a foul and 
dangerous substance. Brystal knew it was wrong to have books in her 
possession—the Southern Kingdom’s laws clearly stated that books were 
for male eyes only—but since nothing made Brystal happier than reading, 
she repeatedly risked the consequences. 

One by one, Brystal kissed each book’s spine like she was saying good- 
bye to a small pet, then passed it to her mother. The books piled over Mrs. 
Evergreen’s head, but she was used to having her hands full and had no 
trouble finding her way to the door. 

“I don’t know who is supplying you with these, but you need to cut ties 
with them immediately,’ Mrs. Evergreen said. “Do you know what the 
punishment is for girls who get caught reading in public? Three months in a 
workhouse! And that’s with your father’s connections!” 

“But, Mother,” Brystal asked, “why aren’t women allowed to read in this 


kingdom? The law says our minds are too delicate to be educated, but it 
isn’t true. So what’s the real reason they keep books from us?” 

Mrs. Evergreen paused in the doorway and went silent. Brystal figured 
her mother was thinking about it, because she rarely paused for anything. 
Mrs. Evergreen looked back at her daughter with a long face, and for a brief 
moment, Brystal could have sworn she saw a rare spark of sympathy in her 
mother’s eyes—like she had been asking herself the same question all her 
life and still didn’t have an answer. 

“If you ask me, women have enough to do as it is,” she said to bury the 
subject. “Now get dressed. Breakfast isn’t going to make itself.” 

Mrs. Evergreen turned on her heel and left the room. Tears came to 
Brystal’s eyes as she watched her mother depart with her books. To Brystal, 
they weren’t just stacks of parchment bound by leather; her books were 
friends that offered her the only escape from the suppressive Southern 
Kingdom. She dried the corners of her eyes with the edge of her nightgown 
but her tears didn’t last very long. Brystal knew it was only a matter of time 
before she would rebuild her collection—her supplier was much closer than 
her mother realized. 

She stood in front of her mirror as she applied all the layers and 
accessories of her ridiculous school uniform: the white dress, white 
leggings, lacy white gloves, a fuzzy white shoulder wrap, and white 
buckled heels, and to complete the transformation, Brystal tied a white 
ribbon in her long brown hair. 

Brystal looked at her reflection and let out a prolonged sigh that came 
from the bottom of her soul. Like all the young women in her kingdom, 
Brystal was expected to resemble a living doll anytime she left her home— 
and Brystal hated dolls. In fact, anything that remotely influenced girls to 
want motherhood or marriage was instantly added to her list of things to 
resent—and given the Southern Kingdom’s stubborn views of women, 
Brystal had acquired a long list over time. 

For as long as she could remember, Brystal had known she was destined 
for a life beyond the confinements of her kingdom. Her accomplishments 
would surpass acquiring a husband and children, she was going to have 
adventures and experiences that exceeded cooking and cleaning, and she 
was going to find undeniable happiness, like the characters in her books. 
Brystal couldn’t explain why she felt this way or how it would happen, but 


she felt it with her whole heart. But until the day arrived that proved her 
right, Brystal had no choice but to play the role society had assigned her. 

In the meantime, Brystal found subtle and creative ways of coping. To 
make her school uniform bearable, Brystal put her reading glasses on the 
end of a gold chain, like a locket, and then tucked them into the top of her 
dress. It was doubtful she would get to read anything worthwhile at school 
—young women were only taught to read basic recipes and street signs— 
but knowing she was prepared to read made Brystal feel like she was armed 
with a secret weapon. And knowing she was rebelling, however slightly, 
gave her the energetic boost she needed to get through each day. 

“Brystal! I meant breakfast TODAY! Get down here!” 

“Tm coming!” she replied. 


"eo x eo! 


The Evergreen family lived in a spacious country home just a few miles 
east of the Chariot Hills town square. Brystal’s father was a well-known 
Justice in the Southern Kingdom court system, which granted the Evergreen 
family more wealth and respect than most families. Unfortunately, because 
their livelihood came from taxpayers, it was considered distasteful for the 
Evergreens to enjoy any “extravagances.” And since the Justice valued 
nothing more than his good reputation, he deprived his family of 
“extravagances” whenever and wherever possible. 

All the Evergreens’ belongings, from their clothes to their furniture, 
were hand-me-downs from friends and neighbors. None of their drapes had 
the same pattern, their dishes and silverware came from different sets, and 
every chair had been made by a different carpenter. Even the wallpaper had 
been peeled off the walls of other houses and was a chaotic mix of different 
designs. Their property was large enough to employ a staff of twenty, but 
Justice Evergreen believed servants and farmhands were “the most 
extravagant of extravagances,” so Brystal and her mother were forced to 
complete all the yard work and household chores by themselves. 

“Stir the porridge while I make the eggs,” Mrs. Evergreen ordered 
Brystal when she finally arrived in the kitchen. “But don’t overstir them this 
time—your father hates soggy oats!” 


Brystal tied an apron over her school uniform and took the wooden 
spoon from her mother. She was at the stove for less than a minute when a 
panicked voice called to them from the next room. 

“Moooother! Come quick! It’s an emergency!” 

“What’s the matter, Barrie?” 

“One of my buttons has popped off my robe!” 

“Oh, for the king’s sake,” Mrs. Evergreen muttered under her breath. 
“Brystal, go help your brother with his button. And make it fast.” 

Brystal retrieved a sewing kit and hurried into the sitting room beside 
the kitchen. To her surprise, she found her seventeen-year-old brother 
seated on the floor. His eyes were closed and he rocked back and forth 
while clutching a stack of notecards. Barrie Evergreen was a thin young 
man with messy brown hair and had been wide-eyed and nervous since the 
day he was born—but today, he was exceptionally nervous. 

“Barrie?” Brystal addressed him softly. “Mother sent me to fix your 
button. Can you take a break from studying or should I come back later?” 

“No, now is fine,” Barrie said. “I can practice while you sew.” 

He got to his feet and handed his sister the detached button. Like all 
students at the Chariot Hills University of Law, Barrie wore a long gray 
robe and a square black hat. As Brystal threaded a needle and stitched the 
button back onto his collar, Barrie glanced down at the prompt on his first 
notecard. He fiddled with the other buttons of his uniform while he 
concentrated, and Brystal slapped his hand away before he caused more 
damage. 

“The Purification Act of 342... the Purification Act of 342...,” Barrie 
read to himself. “That was when King Champion VIII charged the troll 
community with vulgarity and banished their species from the Southern 
Kingdom.” 

Satisfied with his answer, Barrie flipped the first notecard over and read 
the correct answer written on the back. Unfortunately, he was wrong, and 
reacted with a long, defeated moan. Brystal couldn’t help but smile at her 
brother’s frustration—he reminded her of a puppy chasing its own tail. 

“This isn’t funny, Brystal!” Barrie said. “I’m going to fail my 
examination!” 

“Oh, Barrie, calm down.” She laughed. “You’re not going to fail. You’ve 
been studying the law your entire life!” 


“That’s why it'll be so humiliating! If I don’t pass the examination 
today, then I won’t graduate from the university! If I don’t graduate from 
the university, then I won’t become a Deputy Justice! If I don’t become a 
Deputy Justice, then I won’t become a Justice like Father! And if I don’t 
become a Justice, I’ll never become a High Justice!” 

Like all the men in the Evergreen family before him, Barrie was 
studying to become a Justice in the Southern Kingdom’s court system. He 
had attended the Chariot Hills University of Law since he was six years old, 
and at ten o’clock that morning, he would take the grueling examination 
that would determine whether he would become a Deputy Justice. If he was 
accepted, Barrie would spend the next decade prosecuting and defending 
criminals on trial. Once his time as a Deputy Justice was over, Barrie would 
become an official Justice and preside over trials, like his father. And 
should his career as a Justice please the king, Barrie would be the very first 
Evergreen to become a High Justice on the King’s Advisory Council, where 
he would help the sovereign create the law. 

Becoming a High Justice had been Batrie’s dream since he was a child, 
but his path to the King’s Advisory Council would end today if he didn’t 
pass the examination. So for the last six months, Barrie had studied his 
kingdom’s law and history every possible moment he could, to ensure a 
victory. 

“How will I ever look Father in the eye again if I don’t pass?” Barrie 
worried. “I should just give up now and spare myself the embarrassment!” 

“Stop catastrophizing,” Brystal said. “You know all this stuff. You’re 
just letting your nerves get to you.” 

“Pm not nervous—I’m a wreck! I was up all night making these cards 
and I can barely read my own handwriting! Whatever the Purification Act 
of 342 was, it’s definitely not what I said!” 

“Your answer was really close,” Brystal said. “But you’re thinking of the 
Declawing Act of 339—that was when Champion VIII banished trolls from 
the Southern Kingdom. Unfortunately, his army mistook the elves for trolls 
and kicked out the wrong species! So to validate the mix-up, Champion 
VIII introduced the Purification Act of 342 and banished all talking 
creatures besides humans from the kingdom! The trolls, elves, goblins, and 
ogres were rounded up and forced into the In-Between! Soon, it inspired the 
other kingdoms to do the same thing and led to the Great Cleansing of 345! 


Isn’t that terrible? And to think, the most violent period of history could 
have been avoided if Champion VIII had just apologized to the elves!” 

Brystal could tell her brother was half thankful for the reminder and half 
embarrassed it came from his little sister. 

“Oh, right...,” Barrie said. “Thanks, Brystal.” 

“My pleasure,” she said. “It’s a real shame, too. Can you imagine how 
exciting it would be to see one of those creatures in person?” 

Her brother did a double take. “Wait, how do you know all of this?” 

Brystal glanced over her shoulder to make sure they were still alone. “It 
was in one of the history books you gave me,” she whispered. “It was such 
a fascinating read! I must have read it four or five times! Do you want me to 
stay and help you study?” 

“T wish you could,” Barrie said. “Mother will be suspicious if you don’t 
return to the kitchen. And she’ll be furious if she catches you helping me.” 

Brystal’s eyes twinkled as a mischievous idea popped into her head. In 
one swift move, she yanked all the buttons off Barrie’s robe. Before he 
could react, Mrs. Evergreen charged into the sitting room, as if she sensed 
her daughter’s mischief in the air. 

“How long does it take to sew one button?” she reprimanded. “I’ve got 
porridge in the pot, eggs in the pan, and rolls in the oven!” 

Brystal shrugged innocently and showed her mother the handful of 
buttons she had plucked. 

“Sorry, Mother,” she said. “It’s worse than we thought. He’s really 
nervous.” 

Mrs. Evergreen threw her hands into the air and moaned at the ceiling. 

“Barrie Evergreen, this house is not your personal tailor shop!” she 
scolded. “Keep your twitchy hands off your robe or Pll tie your hands 
behind your back like when you were a child! Brystal, when you’re 
finished, go set the table in the dining room. We’re eating in ten minutes— 
buttons or not!” 

Mrs. Evergreen stomped back into the kitchen, muttering slurs under her 
breath. Brystal and Barrie covered each other’s mouths as they laughed at 
their mother’s dramatics. It was the first time Brystal had seen her brother 
smile in weeks. 

“I can’t believe you did that,” he said. 

“Your examination is more important than breakfast,” Brystal said, and 


began sewing the rest of the buttons. “And you don’t need your cards—I’ve 
practically memorized all the old schoolbooks you’ve given me. Now, I'll 
name a historical act and you tell me the history behind it. All right?” 

“All right,” he agreed. 

“Good. Let’s start with the Border Act of 274.” 

“The Border Act of 274... the Border Act of 274...,” Barrie thought out 
loud. “Oh, I know! That was the decree that established the Protected Paths 
through the In-Between so the kingdoms could participate in safe trade.” 

Brystal winced at his answer. “Almost, but no,” she said gently. “The 
Protected Paths were established with the Protected Paths Act of 296.” 

Barrie groaned and pulled away from Brystal while she was in the 
middle of sewing. He paced around the sitting room and rubbed his face 
with his hands. 

“This is pointless!” he grumbled. “I don’t know any of this! Why do 
there have to be so many numbers in history?!” 

“Oh, that’s a really interesting story, actually!” Brystal happily informed 
him. “The Southern Kingdom developed a calendar system when the very 
first King Champion was crowned! It was so efficient that the other 
kingdoms began using the same—Oh, I’m sorry, Barrie! That was a 
rhetorical question, wasn’t it?” 

Her brother had dropped his arms and was staring at her in disbelief. He 
had meant it as a rhetorical question, but after hearing his sister’s 
explanation, he realized he was wrong about the invention of the calendar, 
too. 

“I give up!” Barrie declared. “I’m going to quit the university and 
become a shopkeeper! I’m going to sell rocks and sticks to small children! I 
won’t make much money, but at least I’1] never run out of materials!” 

Brystal was losing patience with her brother’s attitude. She grabbed his 
chin and held his head still so she could look him in the eye. 

“Barrie, you need to snap out of it!” she said. “All your answers are 
coming from the right place, but you keep putting the cart before the horse. 
Remember, the law is history, and history is just another story. Each of 
these events had a prequel and a sequel—a cause and an effect. Before you 
answer, put all the facts you know on an imaginary timeline. Find the 
contradictions, focus on what’s missing, and then fill in the blanks the best 
you can.” 


Barrie went quiet as he thought about his sister’s advice. Slowly but 
surely, the seed of positivity she had planted in him began to grow. Barrie 
gave Brystal a determined nod and took a deep breath like he was about to 
dive off a high cliff. 

“You’re right,” he said. “I just need to relax and focus.” 

Brystal released Barrie’s chin so she could continue repairing his 
wardrobe while she also repaired his self-confidence. 

“Now, the Border Act of 274,” she said. “Give it another try.” 

Barrie concentrated and didn’t make a sound until he was certain he had 
the right answer. 

“After the Four Corners World War of 250, all four kingdoms agreed to 
stop fighting over land and their leaders signed the Border Act of 274. The 
treaty finalized the borders of each kingdom and established the In-Between 
zone between nations.” 

“Very good!” Brystal cheered. “What about the In-Between 
Neutralization Act of 283?” 

Barrie thought very carefully, and his eyes lit up when the answer came 
to him. 

“The In-Between Neutralization Act of 283 was an international 
agreement to neutralize the In-Between zone so none of the kingdoms could 
claim it as their territory! As a result, the In-Between was left with no 
authority and became a very dangerous place. Which then led to the 
Protected Paths Act of 296—-OUCH!” 

Brystal was so proud of her brother she had accidentally poked him with 
her sewing needle. 

“That’s correct!” she said. “See, you have all the information you need 
to pass the examination! You just have to believe in yourself as much as I 
do.” 

Barrie blushed and color finally returned to his face. 

“Thank you, Brystal,” he said. “I’d be lost in my own head if it weren’t 
for you. It’s really a shame you’re... well, you know... a girl. You would 
have made an incredible Justice.” 

Brystal lowered her head and pretended she was still sewing the final 
button so he didn’t see the sadness in her eyes. 

“Oh?” she said. “I’ve never really thought about it.” 

On the contrary, it was something Brystal wanted more than her brother 


could ever imagine. Being a Justice would allow her to redeem and elevate 
people, it would provide a platform to spread hope and understanding, and 
it would give her the resources to make the world a better place for other 
girls like her. Sadly, it was highly unlikely a woman would have any role 
but wife and mother in the Southern Kingdom, so Brystal extinguished her 
ideas before they turned into hopes. 

“Maybe when you’re a High Justice, you could convince the king to let 
women read,” she told her brother. “That would be a great start.” 

“Maybe...,” Barrie said with a weak smile. “For now, at least you have 
my old books to keep you entertained. That reminds me, did you finish The 
Tales of Tidbit Twitch yet? I’m dying to talk to you about the ending but I 
don’t want to give anything away.” 

“I only had seven pages left! But then Mother caught me this morning 
and confiscated all my books. Could you stop by the library and see if there 
are any old books they’re getting rid of? I’ve already thought of a new 
hiding spot to keep them in.” 

“Certainly. The examination will last until late this afternoon, but PIH 
stop by the library tomorrow and...” Barrie’s voice trailed off before he 
finished his thought. “Actually, I suppose it'll be more difficult than it used 
to be. The library is next to my university, but if I get accepted into the 
Deputy Justice program, I’!l be working at the courthouse. It may be a week 
or two before I can sneak away.” 

Until this moment, Brystal had never realized how much her brother’s 
pending graduation was going to affect her. Barrie would no doubt pass his 
examination with flying colors and be put to work as a Deputy Justice right 
away. For years to come, all his time and energy would be spent 
prosecuting or defending criminals at the courthouse. Supplying his little 
sister with books would be his last priority. 

“That’s all right,” Brystal said through a forced smile. “Pl find 
something to do in the meantime. Well, all your buttons are attached. I 
better set the table before Mother gets upset.” 

Brystal hurried into the dining room before her brother noticed the 
anguish in her voice. When he said weeks, she knew it might be months or 
even a year before she had another book in her hands. So much time 
without a distraction from her mundane life would be torturous. If she 
wanted to keep her sanity, she would have to find something to read outside 


their home, and given the kingdom’s harsh punishments for female readers, 
Brystal would have to be clever—very clever—if she didn’t want to get 
caught. 

“Breakfast is ready!” Mrs. Evergreen announced. “Come and eat! Your 
father’s carriage will be here in fifteen minutes!” 

Brystal quickly set the dining room table before her family members 
arrived. Barrie brought his notecards to the table and flipped through them 
while they waited for the meal to begin. Brystal couldn’t tell if it was his 
freshly sewn buttons or his restored confidence, but Barrie was sitting much 
taller than when she found him on the floor. She took great pride in the 
physical and mental alterations she had provided. 

Their older brother, Brooks, was the first to join Brystal and Barrie in 
the dining room. He was tall, muscular, had perfectly straight hair, and 
always looked like he had somewhere better to be—especially when he was 
with his family. Brooks had graduated from the university and gone into the 
Deputy Justice program two years earlier, and like all the other Deputies, he 
wore a gray-and-black-checkered robe and a slightly taller black hat than 
Barrie’s. 

Instead of greeting his siblings, Brooks grunted and rolled his eyes when 
he saw Barrie flipping through his notecards. 

“Are you still studying?” he sneered. 

“Ts there something wrong with studying?” Barrie shot back. 

“Only the way you do it,” Brooks ridiculed him. “Really, brother, if it 
takes this long for information to sink in, perhaps you should pursue 
another profession? I hear the Fortworths are in the market for a new stable 
boy.” 

Brooks took a seat across from his brother and put his feet on the table, 
inches away from Barrie’s notecards. 

“How interesting. I heard the Fortworths are also in the market for a new 
son-in-law since their daughter declined your proposal,” Barrie replied. 
“Twice, the rumor goes.” 

Brystal couldn’t stop a laugh from surfacing. Brooks mocked his sister’s 
laughter with a crude imitation and then squinted at Barrie while he plotted 
his next insult. 

“In all honesty, I hope you pass your examination today,” he said. 

“You do?” Brystal asked with suspicious eyes. “Well, that’s out of 


character.” 

“Yes, I do,” Brooks snapped. “I look forward to going head-to-head with 
Barrie in a courtroom—I’m bored with humiliating him at home.” 

Brooks and Barrie glared at each other with the complicated hatred only 
brothers could have. Fortunately, their exchange was interrupted before it 
became more heated. 

Justice Evergreen entered the dining room with a stack of parchment 
under his arm and a quill between his fingers. He was an imposing man 
with a thick white beard. After a long career of judging others, several deep 
lines had formed across his forehead. Like all the Justices in the Southern 
Kingdom, Justice Evergreen wore a black robe that flowed from his 
shoulders to his toes and a tall black hat that forced him to duck through 
doorways. His eyes were the exact shade of blue as his daughter’s, and they 
even shared the same astigmatism—which was greatly beneficial to Brystal. 
Unbeknownst to her father, whenever the Justice discarded an old pair of 
reading glasses, his daughter got a new pair. 

Upon his arrival, the Evergreen children rose and respectfully stood by 
their chairs. It was custom to rise for a Justice while attending the 
courthouse, but Justice Evergreen expected it from his family at all times. 

“Good morning, Father,” the Evergreens said together. 

“You may be seated,” Justice Evergreen permitted, without looking any 
of his children in the eye. He took his seat at the head of the table and 
immediately buried his nose in his paperwork, as if nothing else in the 
world existed. 

Mrs. Evergreen appeared with a pot of porridge, a large bowl of 
scrambled eggs, and a hot tray of rolls. Brystal helped her mother serve 
breakfast, and once the men’s plates were full, the women filled their own 
and sat down. 

“What’s this rubbish?” Brooks asked, and poked the food with a fork. 

“Eggs and oats,” Mrs. Evergreen said. “It’s Barrie’s favorite.” 

Brooks moaned as if he found the meal offensive. “I should have 
known,” he scoffed. “Barrie has the same taste as a sow.” 

“Sorry it isn’t your favorite, Brooks,” Barrie said. “Perhaps Mother can 
make cream of kitten and infant tears for you tomorrow.” 

“Dear Lord, these boys will be the death of me!” Mrs. Evergreen said, 
and looked to the ceiling in distress. “Would it kill either of you to take a 


day off from this nonsense? Especially on a morning as important as this? 
Once Barrie passes his examination, the two of you are going to be working 
together for a very long time. It would do you both some good if you 
learned to be civil.” 

In many ways, Brystal was thankful she didn’t have the opportunity to 
become a Justice; it spared her from the nightmare of working with Brooks 
at the courthouse. He was very popular among the other Deputy Justices, 
and Brystal worried how Brooks would use his connections to sabotage 
Barrie. Ever since his younger brother was born, Brooks had seen Barrie as 
a threat of some kind, as if only one Evergreen son was allowed to succeed. 

“I apologize, Mother,” Brooks said with a phony smile. “And you’re 
right—I should be helping Barrie get ready for his examination. Let me 
share some of the questions that nearly stumped me during my examination 
—dquestions I guarantee he won’t see coming. For example, what is the 
difference between the punishment for trespassing on private property and 
the punishment for trespassing on royal property?” 

Barrie beamed with confidence. Clearly, he was much more prepared for 
his examination than Brooks had been for his own. 

“The punishment for trespassing on private property is three years in 
prison and the punishment for trespassing on royal property is fifty,” Barrie 
said. “And the serving Justice decides whether hard labor should be added.” 

“Pm afraid that’s wrong,” Brooks said. “It’s five years for private 
property and sixty years for royal property.” 

For a moment Brystal thought she had misheard Brooks. She knew for a 
fact that Barrie’s answer was correct—she could even visualize the exact 
page of the law book where she had read it. Barrie looked just as confused 
as his sister. He turned to Justice Evergreen, hoping his father would correct 
his brother’s claim, but the Justice never glanced up from his paperwork. 

“PIL give you another one,” Brooks said. “In what year was the death 
penalty changed from drawing-and-quartering to beheading?” 

“Good heavens, Brooks! Some of us are eating!” Mrs. Evergreen 
scolded. 

“That was... that was...,” Barrie mumbled as he tried to recall. “That 
was the year 567!” 

“Wroooong again,” Brooks sang. “The first public beheading wasn’t 
until 568. Oh dear, you’re not very good at this game.” 


Barrie started second-guessing himself, and his confidence faded with 
his posture. Brystal cleared her throat to get Barrie’s attention, hoping to 
expose Brooks’s charade with a telling look, but Barrie didn’t hear her. 

“Let’s try something simple,” Brooks said. “Can you name the four 
pieces of evidence a prosecutor needs to charge a suspect with murder?” 

“That’s easy!” Barrie replied. “A body, a motive, a witness, and... 
and...” 

Brooks was enjoying watching his brother struggle. “You’re already way 
off, so let’s try another one,” he said. “How many Justices does it take to 
appeal the ruling of another Justice?” 

“What are you talking about?” Barrie asked. “Justices can’t appeal!” 

“Once again, wrong.” Brooks screeched like a crow. “I can’t believe 
how unprepared you are—especially given the amount of time you’ve been 
studying. If I were you, I would pray the examiner is out sick.” 

All the color drained from Barrie’s face, his eyes grew large, and he 
gripped his notecards so firmly they started to bend. He looked as hopeless 
and scared as he had when Brystal found him in the sitting room. Every 
brick of self-esteem she had laid was now being demolished for Brooks’s 
amusement. She couldn’t take another moment of his cruel game. 

“Don’t listen to him, Barrie!” she shouted, and the room went silent. 
“Brooks is asking you trick questions on purpose! First, the punishment for 
trespassing on private property is three years in prison and the punishment 
for trespassing on royal property is fifty—it’s only five and sixty years if 
the property is damaged! Second, the first public beheading was in 568, but 
the law changed in 567, like you said! Third, there aren’t four elements 
needed to charge a suspect with murder, there are only three—and you 
named them all! And fourth, Justices cant appeal the ruling of another 
Justice, only a High Justice can overturn a—” 

“BRYSTAL LYNN EVERGREEN!” 

For the first time all morning, Justice Evergreen found a reason to look 
up from his paperwork. His face turned bright red, veins bulged out of his 
neck, and he roared so loudly all the dishes on the table rattled. 

“How dare you reprimand your brother! Who do you think you are?” 

It took Brystal a few seconds to find her voice. “B-b-but, Father, Brooks 
isn’t telling the truth!” she stuttered. “I—I—I just don’t want Barrie to fail 
his—” 


“I dont care if Brooks said the sky was purple, it is not a young 
woman’s place to correct a man! If Barrie isn’t smart enough to know he’s 
being fooled, then he has no business being a Deputy Justice!” 

Tears came to Brystal’s eyes and she trembled in her seat. She looked to 
her brothers for support, but they were just as frightened as she was. 

“T’m—I’m sorry, Father—” 

“You have no right knowing any of the information you just recited! If I 
find out you’ve been reading again, so help me God, I will throw you out on 
the street!” 

Brystal turned to her mother, praying she wouldn’t mention the books 
she’d found in her bedroom earlier. Just like her sons, Mrs. Evergreen 
stayed silent and still, like a mouse in the presence of a hawk. 

“N-n-no, I haven’t been reading—” 

“Then where did you learn all that?” 

“J—I—I suppose I just picked it up from Barrie and Brooks. They’re 
always talking about laws and the courthouse at the table—” 

“Then perhaps you should eat outside until you learn to tune it out! No 
daughter of mine is going to defy the laws of this kingdom by being 
precocious! ” 

The Justice continued to shout about his disappointment in and disgust 
for his daughter. Brystal wasn’t a stranger to her father’s temper—in fact, 
she rarely communicated with him unless he was screaming at her—but 
nothing was worse than being on the receiving end of his fury. With every 
heartbeat, Brystal sank a little more into her chair, and she counted down 
the seconds until it was over. Usually if he didn’t stop yelling by the count 
of fifty, her father’s wrath would escalate into something physical. 

“Is that the carriage I hear?” Mrs. Evergreen asked. 

The family went silent as they tried to hear whatever Mrs. Evergreen 
heard. A few moments later the faint sounds of bells and galloping filled the 
house as the carriage approached outside. Brystal wondered if her mother 
had actually heard it, or if her interruption was just lucky timing. 

“The three of you better hurry before it gets too late.” 

Justice Evergreen and his sons gathered their things and met the carriage 
outside. Barrie took his time as he shut the front door behind him so he 
could wave good-bye to his sister. 

“Thank you,” he mouthed to her. 


“Good luck today,” she mouthed back. 

Brystal stayed in her seat until she was certain her father and brothers 
were a good distance down the road. By the time she regained her senses, 
Mrs. Evergreen had already cleared the dining room table. Brystal went into 
the kitchen to see if her mother needed help with the dishes, but her mother 
wasn’t cleaning. Instead, Brystal found Mrs. Evergreen leaning on the sink, 
staring down at the dirty dishes with a heavy gaze, as if she were in a 
trance. 

“Thank you for not mentioning the books to Father,” Brystal said. 

“You shouldn’t have corrected your brother like that,” Mrs. Evergreen 
said quietly. 

“I know,” Brystal said. 

“I mean it, Brystal,’ her mother said, and turned to her daughter with 
wide, fearful eyes. “Brooks is very well-liked in town. You don’t want to 
make him your enemy. If he starts saying bad things about you to his 
friends—” 

“Mother, I don’t care what Brooks says about me.” 

“Well, you should,” Mrs. Evergreen said sternly. “In two years, you’! be 
sixteen and men will start courting you for marriage. You can’t risk a 
reputation that scares all the good ones away. You don’t want to spend your 
life with someone mean and ungrateful.... Trust me.” 

Her mother’s remarks left Brystal speechless. She couldn’t tell if she 
was just imagining it, but the dark circles under her mother’s eyes seemed a 
shade darker than they were before breakfast. 

“Now go to school,” Mrs. Evergreen said. “TIl take care of the dishes.” 

Brystal was compelled to stay and argue with her mother. She wanted to 
list all the reasons why her life would be different than other girls’, she 
wanted to explain why she was destined for greater things than marriage 
and motherhood, but then she remembered she had no evidence to support 
her beliefs. 

Perhaps her mother was right. Maybe Brystal was a fool for thinking the 
world was anything but dark. 

With nothing more to say, Brystal left her home and headed for school. 
As she walked along the path into town, the image of her mother leaning at 
the sink stayed prominently on her mind. Brystal worried it was as much a 
glimpse into her own future as it was a memory of her mother. 


“No,” she whispered to herself. “That is not going to be my life.... That 
is not going to be my life.... That is not going to be my life....” Brystal 
repeated the statement as she walked, hoping if she said it enough times, it 
might extinguish her fears. “It may seem impossible right now, but I know 
something is going to happen.... Something is going to change.... 
Something is going to make my life different....” 

Brystal was right to be worried; escaping the confinements of the 
Southern Kingdom was impossible for a girl her age. But in a few short 
weeks, Brystal’s definition of impossible would change forever. 





CHAPTER Two 


-p 


A SIGN 


That day at the Chariot Hills School for Future Wives and Mothers, 


Brystal learned the proper amount of tea to serve to an unexpected visitor, 
the type of appetizers to cook for a formal gathering, and how to fold a 
napkin into the shape of a dove—among other riveting subjects. Toward the 
end of class Brystal had rolled her eyes so many times her eye sockets were 
sore. Usually she was better at hiding her annoyance during school hours, 
but without the comfort of a good book waiting for her at home, it was 
much more difficult to conceal her irritation. 

To soothe her aggravation, Brystal thought about the last page she had 
read in The Tales of Tidbit Twitch before falling asleep the night before. The 
story’s hero, a field mouse named Tidbit, was hanging off a cliff while 
battling a ferocious dragon. His tiny claws were getting tired as he swung 
from ledge to ledge to dodge the monster’s scorching breath. With his last 
bit of strength, he threw his small sword at the dragon, hoping it would 
wound the beast and give him a chance to climb to safety. 

“Miss Evergreen?” 

By some miracle, Tidbit’s sword flew through the air and pierced the 
dragon’s eye. The creature jerked its head toward the heavens and howled 
in pain, sending fiery geysers through the night sky. As Tidbit crawled 
down the side of the cliff, the dragon whipped its pointed tail and knocked 
the mouse off the boulder he clung to. Tidbit fell toward the rocky earth 
below, limbs flailing all around as he reached for something—anything—to 
grab on to. 

“Miss Evergreen!” 

Brystal sat straight up in her seat like she had been pricked with an 
invisible pin. All her classmates turned toward her desk in the back row and 
stared at her with matching frowns. Their teacher, Mrs. Plume, glared at her 
from the front of the classroom with pursed lips and one of her penciled 
eyebrows raised. 

“Um... yes?” Brystal asked with large innocent eyes. 

“Miss Evergreen, are you paying attention or are you daydreaming 


again?” Mrs. Plume asked. 

“T’m paying attention, of course,” she lied. 

“Then what is the appropriate way to handle the situation I just 
described?” the teacher challenged. 

Obviously, Brystal didn’t have a clue what the class was discussing. The 
other girls giggled in anticipation of a good chastising. Fortunately, Brystal 
knew an answer that solved all of Mrs. Plume’s questions, no matter what 
the topic was. 

“T suppose I would ask my future husband what to do?” she replied. 

Mrs. Plume stared at Brystal for a few moments without blinking. 

“That’s... correct,” the teacher was surprised to admit. 

Brystal sighed with relief and her classmates sighed with 
disappointment. They always looked forward to moments when Brystal was 
reprimanded for her infamous daydreaming. Even Mrs. Plume seemed 
disappointed at a missed opportunity to scold her. The teacher would have 
slumped if her tight corset allowed it. 

“Moving on,” Mrs. Plume instructed. “We’ll now review the difference 
between tying hair ribbons and shoelaces, and the dangers of mixing them 
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up. 

The students cheered for their next lesson, and their enthusiasm made 
Brystal die a little inside. She knew she couldn’t be the only girl at school 
who wanted a more exciting life than what they were being prepared for, 
but as she watched her classmates strain their necks to see ribbons and 
shoelaces, she couldn’t tell if they were all phenomenal actors or just 
phenomenally brainwashed. 

Brystal knew better than to mention her dreams or frustrations to 
anyone, but she didn’t have to say anything for people to know she was 
different. Like wolves from an opposing pack, the whole school could 
practically smell it on her. And since the Southern Kingdom was a scary 
place for people who thought differently, Brystal’s classmates kept their 
distance from her, as if difference was a contagious disease. 

Don’t worry, one day they’ll regret this..., Brystal thought. One day 
they’ll wish they were nicer to me.... One day I’ll be celebrated for my 
differences.... One day they’ll be the unhappy ones, not me.... 

To avoid any more unwanted attention, Brystal remained as quiet and 
alert as possible until the end of class. The only time she moved a muscle 


was to lightly caress the reading glasses hidden in her dress. 
e * e' 


That afternoon, Brystal walked home from school at a slower pace than 
usual. With nothing but chores waiting for her, she decided to stroll through 
the Chariot Hills town square, hoping the change of scenery would take her 
mind off her troubles. 

The Champion Castle, the cathedral, the courthouse, and the University 
of Law each towered over the four sides of the town square. Busy shops and 
markets filled the corners and spaces between the authoritative structures. 
In the center of the town square was a grassy patch where a statue of King 
Champion I stood above a shallow fountain. The statue depicted the 
sovereign on horseback as he pointed a sword into a seemingly prosperous 
future, but the tribute received more attention from pigeons than from the 
citizens wandering through town. 

As Brystal walked past the University of Law, she gazed up at its stone 
walls and impressive glass domes with envy. At that very moment, she 
knew Barrie was somewhere inside agonizing over his examination. Brystal 
could have sworn she felt her brother’s anxiety radiating through the walls, 
but still, she would have given anything to trade places with him. She 
stopped to say a prayer for him before moving on. 

Brystal had no choice but to pass the courthouse as she continued 
through the town square. It was an ominous building with tall pillars and a 
triangular roof. Each pillar had the image of a High Justice carved into it, 
and the carvings scowled down at the citizens on the ground like 
disapproving parents—an expression Brystal knew well. She couldn’t stop a 
wave of anger from flooding her stomach as she eyed the intimidating faces 
above her. Men like them—men like her father—were the reason she had 
such little happiness. 

In a corner of the town square, between the university and courthouse, 
was the Chariot Hills Library. It was a small and modest structure compared 
to the buildings surrounding it, but to Brystal, the library could have been a 
palace. A black plaque with a red triangle was displayed above its double 
doors—a common symbol in the Southern Kingdom that reminded women 


they weren’t allowed to enter—but the law did nothing to diminish 
Brystal’s desire to go in. 

Being so close to so many books and being forbidden to enjoy them 
gave Brystal a terrible feeling whenever she laid eyes on the library, but 
today the sensation was unbearable. The helplessness she felt triggered an 
avalanche of emotions, and all the fear, doubt, and heartbreak she had been 
suppressing trampled over her like a stampede. The scenic route home was 
creating the opposite effect of what she had intended, and the town square 
suddenly felt like a cage closing in on her. 

Brystal was so overwhelmed she could barely breathe. She shooed a 
cluster of pigeons away from the Champion statue and had a seat on the 
edge of the fountain to catch her breath. 

“I can’t do this anymore...,” she panted. “I keep telling myself that 
things will get better, but they only get worse and worse.... If life is just a 
series of disappointments, then I wish I had never been born.... I wish I 
could turn into a cloud and float far, far away from here....” 

Tears spilled down her face before she knew they were coming. A few 
townspeople noticed the emotional scene and paused to gawk at her, but 
Brystal couldn’t care less. She buried her face in the palms of her hands and 
wept in front of everyone. 

“Please, God, I need more than just faith to keep going...,” she cried. “I 
need proof that I’m not as foolish as I feel.... I need a message that life 
won’t always be so miserable.... Please, I need a sign....” 

Ironically, after Brystal finished crying and had dried her tears, a sign 
was the first thing she saw. An old and rickety librarian emerged from the 
library with a bright yellow board under his arm. With shaky hands, he 
pinned the board on the library’s entranceway. Brystal had never seen a sign 
posted outside the library before and was very curious. Once the librarian 
returned inside, she hurried to the front steps to read the words painted 
across the board: 


MAID WANTED 


Suddenly, an idea came to Brystal that sent tingles through her entire 
body. Before she could second-guess herself—and before she was even 
fully aware of what she was doing—Brystal pushed through the front doors 


and entered the Chariot Hills Library. 

Her first glimpse of the library was so overstimulating it took a few 
moments for Brystal’s mind to catch up with her eyes. In all the years she 
had spent wondering what the library looked like inside, she never 
imagined it could be so magnificent. It was an enormous circular room with 
an emerald carpet, the walls were covered in wooden paneling, and natural 
light flowed in from a glass ceiling. A massive silver globe stood in the 
center of the first floor, and dozens of law students were spread out at 
antique tables and armchairs around it. But most amazing of all, the library 
was surrounded by three stories of bookshelves that stretched into the upper 
floors like a multilevel maze. 

The sight of thousands and thousands of books made Brystal light- 
headed, like she had just stepped into a dream. She never knew so many 
books existed in the whole world, let alone in her local library. 

Brystal spotted the elderly librarian standing behind a counter at the 
front of the room. Her impromptu plan would end in disaster if she didn’t 
play her cards right. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, wished herself 
luck, and approached him. 

“Excuse me, sir?” Brystal asked. 

The librarian was busy applying labels to a fresh stack of books and 
didn’t notice her right away. Brystal instantly felt a spark of jealousy toward 
the old man—she could only imagine how many books he had touched and 
read over the years. 

“Excuse me, Mr. Woolsore?” she asked after reading the nameplate on 
the countertop. 

The librarian squinted at her and reached for a pair of thick spectacles 
nearby. Once his glasses were on, the old man’s jaw dropped. He pointed at 
Brystal like a wild animal was loose in the building. 

“Young lady, what are you doing in here?” Mr. Woolsore exclaimed. 
“Women arent allowed in the library! Now, get out before I call the 
authorities!” 

“Actually, it’s perfectly legal for me to be inside,” Brystal explained, 
hoping her tranquil tone would mellow his. “You see, according to the 
Hired Help Act of 417, women are allowed to enter male-only premises to 
seek employment. By posting the sign outside, you’ve given me the legal 
right to enter the building and apply for the position.” 


Brystal knew the Hired Help Act of 417 only applied to women older 
than twenty, but she was hoping the librarian wasn’t as familiar with the law 
as she was. Mr. Woolsore scrunched his fuzzy eyebrows and watched her 
like a hawk. 

“You want to be a maid?” he asked. 

“Yes,” Brystal said with a shrug. “It’s honest work, is it not?” 

“But shouldn’t a girl your age be busy learning how to curtsy and flirt 
with boys?” Mr. Woolsore asked. 

Brystal was compelled to argue, but she swallowed her pride and kept 
her eye on the prize. 

“To be honest, Mr. Woolsore,” she said, “a boy is exactly why I want the 
position. You see, there’s this Deputy Justice I’m just smitten with. I 
desperately want him to propose to me one day, but I don’t think he sees me 
as wife material. My family has servants—many, many servants—so he has 
no reason to believe I’m even capable of household chores. But when he 
finds out I’ve been cleaning the library all by myself—to perfection, I might 
add—he’ll know I?ll make him a better wife than all the other girls in 
town.” 

Brystal even twirled her hair and blinked her eyes helplessly like a deer 
to sell the performance. 

“T sympathize, but you aren’t a practical candidate for the position,” the 
librarian said. “I can’t have you in the library while law students are 
studying. A young girl would be too much of a distraction for young men.” 

“Then perhaps I could clean in the evening after the library closes,” 
Brystal suggested. “Most establishments have their maids clean after hours. 
I could start as soon as you leave and it would be spotless when you return 
the next morning.” 

Mr. Woolsore crossed his arms and eyed her suspiciously. She was 
almost too convincing to be trusted. 

“This isn’t some scheme, is it?” he inquired. “You aren’t applying for 
the job so you can be around books, are you?” 

Brystal felt her heart plunge into her gut. The librarian was seeing 
through her dishonesty as easily as her mother would. But instead of letting 
the panic surface on her face, Brystal laughed the idea off and tried using 
his ignorance against him. 

“Mr. Woolsore, I’m a fourteen-year-old girl. What interest would I have 


in books?” 

According to the librarian’s body language, reverse psychology did the 
trick. Mr. Woolsore chuckled to himself, as if he was foolish for thinking it 
in the first place. Brystal knew she was close to persuading him—she just 
needed to offer him one more perk to sweeten the deal. 

“How much does the position pay, sir?” she asked. 

“Six gold coins a week,” he said. “The position is five days a week. 
Employees don’t work weekends or the royal holidays Kingsgiving and 
Champions Eve.” 

“PII tell you what, Mr. Woolsore, since you’ll be doing me a favor, PI 
do you a favor, too. If you hire me to clean the library, Pll do it for three 
gold coins a week.” 

Her offer was music to Mr. Woolsore’s ears. He scratched his chin and 
nodded as it became more and more appealing to him. 

“What’s your name, young lady?” he asked. 

“Tt’s Brystal Ev—” 

Luckily, Brystal stopped herself before revealing her family name. If the 
librarian knew she was an Evergreen, her father might find out she had 
applied for the job—and that was a risk she couldn’t take. So Brystal gave 
him the first name that came to mind, and her alias was born. 

“My name is Bailey—Brystal Eve Bailey.” 

“Well, all right then, Miss Bailey,” Mr. Woolsore said. “If you can start 
tomorrow evening, you’re hired.” 

Brystal couldn’t contain her excitement. Her whole body began to 
vibrate like she was being tickled from the inside out. She reached across 
the counter and vigorously shook the librarian’s frail hand. 

“Thank you, Mr. Woolsore—thank you so much! I promise I won’t let 
you down! Oh, pardon my grip—hope that didn’t hurt! See you tomorrow!” 

Brystal practically floated out of the library and down the road to the 
eastern countryside. Her plan was more successful than she could ever have 
predicted. In just one day, she would have access to thousands and 
thousands of books. And with no one in the library to supervise her, Brystal 
could easily sneak a few home each night after she was finished cleaning. 

The prospect was exhilarating and Brystal couldn’t remember the last 
time she had felt so much happiness coursing through her veins. However, 
Brystal’s euphoria came to a screeching halt as soon as the Evergreen house 


appeared on the horizon. For the first time, she realized just how 
impractical the situation was. There wasn’t a feasible way she could work 
evenings at the library without her family noticing her absence—she would 
need to give them a reason for why she was leaving the house at night and 
staying out so late. 

If she wanted to work at the library, Brystal would have to create a 
spectacular lie that not only gained her family’s approval, but also avoided 
any suspicion whatsoever. If she was caught, the consequences would be 
catastrophic. 

Brystal clenched her jaw as she thought about the daunting challenge 
ahead. Apparently getting a job at the library was only her first impossible 
task of the day. 
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Later that night, the Evergreen house was buzzing with celebration. A 
messenger had arrived from the University of Law with the news that 
Barrie had passed his examination with the highest marks in his class. 
Brystal and Mrs. Evergreen cooked up a feast to commemorate Barrie’s 
victory, including a chocolate cake Brystal made from scratch. By the time 
the Evergreens sat down to eat, Barrie was already wearing his new Deputy 
Justice robes. 

“How do I look?” he asked everyone at the table. 

“Like a child wearing a man’s clothes,” Brooks quipped. 

“No, you look perfect,” Brystal said. “Like you were born for it.” 

Brystal was so proud of her brother, but also especially grateful for an 
excuse to look so cheerful. Whenever she thought of her new job at the 
library, no one questioned the smile that beamed across her face. Everyone 
in her family shared the same excitement—even Brooks’s bitterness 
softened after a few glasses of sparkling cider. 

“I can’t believe my little boy is going to be a Deputy Justice,” Mrs. 
Evergreen said through happy tears. “It feels like only yesterday you were 
wearing my long shirts and sentencing your toys to hard labor in the 
backyard. My, how time flies!” 

“T am so proud of you, son,” Justice Evergreen said. “You’re keeping the 


family legacy alive and well.” 

“Thank you, Father,” Barrie said. “Do you have any advice for my first 
week at the courthouse?” 

“You’ll only be observing cases for your first month, but pay attention to 
every detail of the proceedings,” the Justice advised. “After that, you’ll be 
assigned your first prosecution. No matter what the charges are, you must 
recommend the maximum penalty, otherwise the sitting Justice will think 
you’re weak and will likely side with the defense. Now, when you’re 
assigned your first defense, the secret to—” 

Justice Evergreen went quiet as his eyes fell on Brystal. He had almost 
forgotten she was in the room. 

“On second thought, perhaps we should continue this at a later time,” he 
said. “I would hate for our conversation to be absorbed by prying ears.” 

The Justice’s comments made Brystal go tense, but not because her 
father’s words offended her. After a long afternoon of plotting, Brystal was 
waiting for the perfect moment to secure her future at the library, and this 
might be her only chance. 

“Father? May I say something?” she asked. 

Justice Evergreen grunted like it was a chore to give his daughter any 
attention. The other Evergreens looked back and forth at Brystal and the 
Justice with nervous eyes, fearing dinner would end on the same note as 
breakfast had. 

“Yes, what is it?” the Justice asked. 

“Well, Pve been thinking a lot about what you said this morning,” 
Brystal began. “I don’t want to be disrespectful to the law, so perhaps you 
were right when you suggested I eat meals elsewhere.” 

“Oh?” her father said. 

“Yes, and I believe I’ve found the perfect solution,” Brystal continued. 
“Today after school, I stopped by the Chariot Hills Home for the Hopeless. 
They’re desperately understaffed, so with your blessing, I would like to 
start volunteering there evenings after school.” 

“You want to catch fleas at a poorhouse?” Brooks asked in disbelief. 

Mrs. Evergreen held out a hand to silence her eldest son. “Thank you, 
Brooks, but your father and I will handle this,” she said. “Brystal, it’s very 
kind that you want to help the less fortunate, but J need your help in this 
house. I can’t manage all the chores and cooking dinner on my own.” 


Brystal lowered her head and looked at her hands so Mrs. Evergreen 
wouldn’t detect any dishonesty in her eyes. 

“But I’m not abandoning you, Mother,” she explained. “After school, 
PII come home and help you cook and clean—just like always. And when 
it’s time for dinner, I’ll simply slip away for a few hours to volunteer at the 
Home for the Hopeless. At night, Pl return home and do the dishes before 
bed—just like always. I may lose an hour or two of sleep, but it shouldn’t 
affect anything else.” 

The dining room went quiet as Justice Evergreen considered his 
daughter’s request. Brystal felt like an invisible weight was tied around her 
stomach, and with every passing moment, it became heavier and heavier. 
The thirty seconds it took to get an answer seemed like hours. 

“T agree, a change is needed to prevent other incidents like the one this 
morning,” her father said. “You may volunteer evenings at the Home for the 
Hopeless, but only if it doesn’t create extra work for your mother.” 

Justice Evergreen banged the table with his fork like it was a gavel, 
cementing his final ruling of the day. Brystal couldn’t believe she had 
pulled it off—working at the library was now a reality! The weight around 
her stomach was suddenly released, and Brystal knew she had to get out of 
her family’s sight before she started bouncing off the walls. 

“Thank you so much, Father,” she said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, PI 
give you and Barrie some privacy so you can speak freely about the 
courthouse. I’ll come back to clear the table when you’ ve finished dessert.” 

Brystal was excused from the dinner table and hurried upstairs to her 
bedroom. Once the door was closed behind her, Brystal danced around her 
room as energetically as she could without making a sound. As she twirled 
past her mirror, Brystal saw something she hadn’t seen since she was a 
small child. Instead of a depressed and defeated girl in a silly school 
uniform, she was facing a happy and vibrant young woman with hopeful 
eyes and rosy cheeks. It was like she was looking at a different person 
altogether. 

“You’re a bad girl, Brystal Eve Bailey,” she whispered to her reflection. 
“A very, very bad girl.” 
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CHAPTER THREE 


-p 


Justices OnLy 


Bryst read more books in just two weeks of cleaning the library than she 


had in her entire life. By the end of her first month, she had devoured every 
title on the ground floor and was working her way through the second level. 

Her quick consumption rate was thanks to an efficient schedule she 
developed early on: Each evening, Brystal dusted the shelves, mopped the 
floors, polished the silver globe, and wiped the surfaces as fast as she 
possibly could. When the cleaning was finished, Brystal selected a book— 
or a few books if it was the weekend—and snuck them back to her house. 
Once she finished washing the dishes from her family’s dinner, Brystal 
would lock herself in her bedroom and spend the rest of the night reading. 
The following evening, Brystal would return what she had borrowed and 
her secret routine would start all over again. 

Brystal couldn’t believe how quickly her life had changed. In just one 
month, she went from having an emotional breakdown in public to the most 
exciting and stimulating time she had ever experienced. Working at the 
library gave her access to biographies, encyclopedias, dictionaries, 
anthologies, and textbooks that expanded her grasp of reality, and it 
introduced her to works of fiction, poetry, and prose that expanded her 
imagination beyond her wildest dreams. But perhaps most gratifying of all, 
Brystal found the library’s copy of The Tales of Tidbit Twitch and finally 
learned how the story ended: 


Tidbit reached in all directions as he fell off the side of the cliff, 
but there was nothing to grab hold of. He feared his fall would come 
to a brutal end against the rocky earth, but by some miracle, the 
mouse plunged into a rushing river instead. The dragon swooped 
down the cliff and flew over Tidbit as he floated in the river. The 
monster tried to swipe the mouse from the powerful stream, but the 
water was moving too fast for the dragon to get a steady grip. 

Tidbit thrashed around the river as it swept him toward a 
towering waterfall. As he rolled over the edge, the dragon dived after 


him with wide-open jaws. The mouse was convinced these were his 
last moments alive—he would either be consumed by the monster 
above him, or collide with the boulders at the base of the waterfall. 
As he fell farther and farther, the dragon dived closer and closer, and 
soon the creature’s sharp teeth encompassed him in midair. 

Just before the monster sank its teeth into the falling mouse, 
Tidbit fell through a small crack between the boulders at the bottom 
of the waterfall, and he safely dropped into the lake at the river’s 
end. When Tidbit surfaced in the water, he saw the dragon was 
spread out across the rocks behind him, lying lifeless with a broken 
neck. 

Tidbit washed ashore and took his first deep breath in years. With 
the dragon finally defeated, the Kingdom of Mice was free from the 
reign of terror at last. The world welcomed a new era of much- 
needed peace, and it was all thanks to a tiny mouse who braved a big 
monster. 


Naturally, Brystal’s new routine was exhausting. She only managed to 
Sleep for an hour or two each night, but the excitement of getting to read 
more the next day energized her like a drug. However, Brystal found clever 
ways of resting so she wasn’t entirely sleep deprived. 

During Mrs. Plume’s lessons at school, Brystal tied a quill to her fingers 
and lowered her gaze so she appeared to be taking notes, but was actually 
taking a much-needed nap instead. On one occasion, while her classmates 
learned how to apply makeup, Brystal used the supplies to draw pupils on 
her eyelids so no one noticed she was sleeping through the demonstrations. 
At lunch, while the other girls went to the bakery in the town square, 
Brystal visited the furniture store and “tested the products” until the owners 
caught on. 

On the weekends, Brystal snoozed in between her chores at the 
Evergreen house. At church, she spent the majority of the service with her 
eyes closed, pretending to pray. Luckily, her brothers did the same thing, so 
her parents never noticed. 

Aside from the fatigue, Brystal thought her scheme was going very 
smoothly and she didn’t face anywhere near as much suspicion as she had 
feared. She only saw her family for a few minutes each morning, so there 


wasn’t much time for them to question her about her daily activities. 
Everyone was so focused on Barrie’s inaugural weeks as a Deputy Justice 
that they never even asked about her volunteering for the Home for the 
Hopeless. Still, Brystal had developed stories about feeding the hungry and 
bathing the sick in case she needed them. 

The only hitch happened at the beginning of her second month of 
employment. One evening Brystal entered the library to find Mr. Woolsore 
on his hands and knees searching under the furniture. 

“Mr. Woolsore? Can I help you with something?” she asked. 

“Pm looking for Champions of the Champions, Volume 3,” Mr. 
Woolsore explained. “A student requested it this afternoon and it’s vanished 
from the shelves.” 

Unbeknownst to the librarian, Brystal had borrowed Champions of the 
Champions, Volume 3 the night before. She pulled her coat a little tighter 
around her shoulders so the librarian wouldn’t see that the book was tucked 
under her arm. 

“I’m sure it’s here somewhere,” she said. “Would you like me to help 
you look?” 

“No, no, no,” he grumped, and got to his feet. “The assistant librarian 
probably filed it incorrectly—idiot man! Just leave it on the counter if it 
shows up while you’re cleaning.” 

Once Mr. Woolsore was gone, Brystal left Champions of the Champions, 
Volume 3 on the counter. It was a simple remedy to a simple situation, but 
Brystal didn’t want to experience a closer call to getting caught. To avoid 
any future risk, Brystal decided it would be wise if she stopped sneaking 
books home altogether. From then on, after she finished cleaning, Brystal 
stayed at the library to read. Sometimes she didn’t return home until the 
early hours of the morning and had to sneak back into the house through a 
window. 

At first, Brystal welcomed the change to her schedule. The empty library 
was very peaceful at night and the perfect place to get lost in a good book. 
Sometimes the moon shone so brightly through the glass ceiling she didn’t 
even need a lantern to see the pages. Unfortunately, it wasn’t long before 
Brystal became too comfortable with the new setup. 

One morning Brystal was awoken by the cathedral bells—but they were 
different this morning. Instead of the distant ringing that gradually stirred 


her awake, a thunderous clanging caused her to jump to her feet. The noise 
was so sudden and alarming it was discombobulating. When she finally 
gained consciousness of her whereabouts, Brystal received her second 
shock of the morning—she wasn’t standing in her bedroom. She was still at 
the library! 

“Oh no!” she gasped. “I fell asleep reading! Father will be furious if he 
realizes I’ve been gone all night! I’ve got to get home before Mother 
notices my bed is empty!” 

Brystal tucked her reading glasses into the top of her dress, stashed the 
books she had been reading on the nearest shelf, and ran out of the library 
as fast as she could. Outside, the cathedral bells were causing a hurricane of 
noise in the town square. Brystal covered her ears and had trouble staying 
upright as she was hit by wave after wave of sound. She dashed down the 
path toward the eastern countryside and reached the Evergreen home just as 
the final bell tolled. When she arrived, Mrs. Evergreen was standing on the 
front porch, frantically looking in every direction for her daughter. Her 
shoulders sank almost an entire foot when she saw Brystal approaching. 

“Where on God’s green earth have you been?” she yelled. “You had me 
worried half to death! I almost sent for the King’s Royal Guard!” 

“I’m so sorry, Mother!” Brystal panted. “I—I—I can explain—” 

“There better be a good reason why you weren’t in your bed this 
morning!” 

“Tt—it—it was an accident!” Brystal said, and quickly fabricated an 
excuse. “I was up late making beds at the Home for the Hopeless.... The 
beds looked so comfortable I couldn’t resist lying down.... The next thing I 
heard were the bells this morning! Oh, please forgive me! Pll go inside and 
do the dishes from dinner right away!” 

Brystal tried to go inside the house, but Mrs. Evergreen blocked the 
front door. 

“This isn’t about the dishes!” her mother said. “You can’t imagine the 
fright you gave me! I convinced myself you were lying dead in an alley 
somewhere! Don’t ever do that to me again! Ever!” 

“I won’t, I promise,” Brystal said. “Honestly, it was just a silly accident. 
I didn’t mean to worry you. Please don’t tell Father about this. If he finds 
out I was gone all night, he’ll never let me volunteer at the Home for the 
Hopeless again.” 


Brystal was in such a panic she couldn’t tell if her performance was 
convincing or not. The look behind her mother’s eyes was difficult to 
decipher, too. Mrs. Evergreen seemed convinced and unconvinced at the 
same time—like she knew her daughter wasn’t telling the truth but was 
choosing to believe her lies. 

“This volunteering...,” Mrs. Evergreen said. “Whatever it entails, you 
must be more careful if you don’t want to lose it. Your father will have no 
problem taking it away if he thinks it’s making you irresponsible.” 

“I know,” Brystal said. “And it'll never happen again. I swear.” 

Mrs. Evergreen nodded and softened her stern glare. “Good. I may only 
see you for a few minutes each morning, but I can tell volunteering is 
making you happy,” she said. “You’ve been a different person since you 
started. It’s nice to see you so content. I would hate for anything to change 
that.” 

“It makes me very happy, Mother,” Brystal said. “Actually, I didn’t 
realize I could be so happy.” 

Despite her daughter’s excitement, something about Brystal’s 
enthusiasm made Mrs. Evergreen noticeably sad. 

“Well, that’s wonderful, dear,’ she said with an unconvincing smile. 
“Tm pleased to hear it.” 

“You don’t seem very pleased,” Brystal said. “What’s the matter, 
Mother? Am I not supposed to be happy?” 

“What? No, of course not. Everyone deserves a little happiness now and 
then. Everyone. And nothing makes me happier than knowing you’re happy, 
it’s just... it’s just...” 

“What?” 

Mrs. Evergreen smiled at her daughter again, but this time Brystal knew 
it was genuine. 

“I just miss having you around, that’s all,” she admitted. “Now get 
upstairs before your father or brothers see you. PI do the dishes while you 
wash up. When you’re finished you can help me in the kitchen. Happiness 
or no happiness, breakfast doesn’t cook itself.” 
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The following week Brystal took her mother’s advice to heart. To prevent 
herself from falling asleep in the library again, Brystal limited her nightly 
reading to just one hour after she finished her evening duties (two hours at 
the most if she found something really good) before packing up and 
heading home. She didn’t get to read nearly as much as she wanted, but any 
time at the library was better than none. 

Late one night, while searching for something to read, Brystal strolled 
down a long, winding hall on the second floor. Of all the sections in the 
library, she figured this was the least popular because it always needed the 
most dusting. The shelves were filled with collections of old public records 
and outdated ordinances—so it was no mystery why the hall was virtually 
forgotten. 

As Brystal browsed the shelves at the end of the hall, a book on the very 
top shelf caught her attention. Unlike all the leather-bound records 
surrounding it, this book had a wooden cover and practically blended into 
the wooden shelf. 

Brystal had never noticed the strange book before, and as she marveled 
at its peculiar camouflage, she began wondering if anyone had ever noticed 
it. 

“Could there be books in this library that have never been read before?” 
she wondered aloud. “What if I’m the first person to read something?” 

The notion was very exciting. Brystal rolled a ladder to the end of the 
hall and climbed to the top shelf. She tried to retrieve the wooden book, but 
it didn’t budge. 

“Tt’s probably been sitting here for centuries,” she speculated. 

Brystal pulled on the book again, with all her strength, but it didn’t 
move. Her feet rose off the ladder as she used all her weight to try to pry it 
loose, but even that didn’t help. No matter how hard she tried, the wooden 
book wouldn’t part from the shelf. 

“Tt must be nailed down! What kind of sick person would nail a book to 
—AAAAAAH!” 

Without warning, Brystal and the ladder were knocked to the floor by 
something large and heavy. When she looked up, Brystal discovered that 
the entire bookcase had swung away from the wall to reveal a long and dark 
hallway hidden behind it. She quickly realized the wooden book wasn’t a 
book at all—it was a lever to a secret door! 


“Hello?” Brystal nervously called into the hallway. “Is someone there?” 

The only thing she heard was her own voice echoing back to her. 

“If anyone can hear me, I’m sorry about this,” she said. “I was just 
cleaning the shelf and it opened. I wasn’t expecting to find a door to... to... 
wherever this creepy hall leads.” 

Once again, there was no reply. Brystal assumed the hidden corridor was 
just as empty as the rest of the library and didn’t see any harm in inspecting 
it. She retrieved a lantern and slowly walked down the hall to see where it 
led. At the end of the hallway, Brystal found a wide metal door with a 
plaque bolted on it: 


JUSTICES ONLY 


“Justices Only’?” Brystal read aloud. “That’s strange. Why would the 
Justices need a secret room in the library?” 

She reached for the doorknob and her heart fluttered when she felt it was 
unlocked. The metal door creaked open and the sound echoed into the 
empty library behind her. Curiosity overpowered her judgment, and before 
Brystal could stop herself, she disregarded the sign and stepped through the 
door. 

“Hello? Is anyone in here?” she asked. “Innocent maid coming 
through.” 

Brystal found a small room with a low ceiling on the other side of the 
door. Luckily, it was just as vacant as she had predicted. The walls had no 
windows or artwork but were lined with black bookcases. The only 
furniture was a small table and a single chair in the center of the room. An 
empty candlestick adorned the table, and a coatrack stood beside it with 
only two hooks: for one hat and one coat. Based on the minimal 
furnishings, Brystal figured the room was meant for only one Justice at a 
time. 

She put on her reading glasses and raised her lantern toward a bookcase 
to see what kind of books were kept in the secret library. To her surprise, 
the Justices’ collection was sparse. Each shelf contained less than a dozen 
titles, and every book was next to a file of paperwork. Brystal selected the 
thickest book from the nearest shelf and read the cover: 


HISTORY & OTHER LIES 
BY ROBBETH FLAGWORTH 


The title was difficult to read because the book was coated in ash. 
Brystal moved her lantern closer and saw that the front cover had been 
branded with a word in large lettering: 


BANNED 


““Banned’?” Brystal read aloud. “Well, that seems silly. Why would 
anyone need to ban a book?” 

She flipped the book open and read the first page it turned to. After 
skimming a few paragraphs, Brystal had her answer: 


One of the greatest deceptions in recorded “history” was 
the reasoning for the Declawing Act of 339. For hundreds of 
years, the people of the Southern Kingdom have been told that 
King Champion VIII banished the trolls for acts of vulgarity, 
but this was nothing but propaganda to disguise a macabre 
plot against an innocent species. 

Prior to the Declawing Act of 339, the trolls were respected 
participants in Southern Kingdom society. They were gifted 
craftsmen and built many of the structures that still stand in 
the Chariot Hills town square today. They lived quietly in the 
caves of the Southwest region and were regarded as a peaceful 
and private minority. 

In 336, while expanding their caves in the Southwest, the 
trolls uncovered a large amount of gold. At the time, the 
Southern Kingdom was still crippled with debt from the Four 
Corners World War. Upon learning of the trolls’ newfound 
wealth, Champion VIII claimed the gold was government 
property and ordered the trolls to turn it over at once. 

Legally, the trolls had every right to keep their discovery, 
and they refused the king’s demands. In retaliation, Champion 


VIII and his High Justices orchestrated a sinister ploy to 
tarnish the trolls’ reputation. They spread nasty falsehoods 
about the trolls’ lifestyle and behavior, and after time, the 
residents of the Southern Kingdom started believing the 
rumors. The king banished the trolls to the In-Between, seized 
their gold, and successfully brought the Southern Kingdom out 
of debt. 

Sadly, the leaders of neighboring kingdoms were inspired 
by the Declawing Act of 339 and used the same method to 
erase their own debts. Soon the trolls were unjustly ransacked 
and exiled from all four kingdoms. Other intelligent species 
came to the trolls’ defense, but their efforts only caused them 
to suffer a similar fate. Together, world leaders instituted the 
Great Cleansing Act of 345, which expelled all talking 
creatures other than humans from their kingdoms. 

The troll, elf, ogre, and goblin populations lost their homes 
and their possessions, and were forced into the harsh 
environments of the In-Between. With limited resources, the 
species had no choice but to resort to the barbaric and 
primitive survival measures they’re resented and feared for 
today. 

The so-called “monsters” of the In-Between are not 
humankind’s enemy, but humankind’s creation. 


Brystal had to read the excerpt twice before she fully understood what it 
was saying. Was Robbeth Flagworth exaggerating, or was the Declawing 
Act of 339 as dishonest as he implied? And judging by the size of his book, 
if the author was correct, then the Southern Kingdom’s history was jam- 
packed with other fabrications. 

At first, the idea of history being dishonest was difficult for Brystal to 
comprehend. She didn’t want to believe a topic she knew so much about 
was filled with lies, but the more she thought it over, the more plausible it 
seemed. After all, the Southern Kingdom was a blatantly flawed and 
oppressive country—why should she believe it was an honest place? 

Brystal continued looking through the bookcases and selected another 
title that caught her eye: 


THE WAR ON WOMEN 


BY Daisy PEPPERNICKEL 


Just like the previous book, The War on Women was covered in ash and 
branded with the word BANNED. With one quick glance at the pages inside, 
Brystal was instantly captivated by the subject matter: 


The female mind is not the fragile flowerpot 
we’re made to believe. According to many studies on 
human anatomy, there is no evidence to suggest a 
woman’s brain is any weaker, slower, or less capable 
than a man’s. So the question remains: Why are we 
kept from education and positions of power? Because 
the Justices use the oppression of women as an 
instrument to maintain their grip on the Southern 
Kingdom! 

By nature, women are more maternal than men. If 
we ruled the Southern Kingdom, we would govern on 
principles of enlightenment, empathy, and 
nourishment. But the Justices and the current court 
system can only function in a society operated by 
fear, scrutiny, and punishment. If the country began 
valuing compassion over control, the Justices and 
their governing techniques would be rendered 
obsolete. That is why they take every step necessary 
to prevent women from rising above them. 

From the moment we’re born, women are brainwashed 
to prioritize motherhood and marriage over intellect 
and personal fulfillment. We’re handed baby dolls 
and aprons and told our greatest contributions are 
accomplished in the nursery and the kitchen. But 
that lie is as damaging as it is degrading, because 
a kingdom is only as strong as its weakest citizen! 
And a society with unjust limitations is less likely 
to prevail than a country of equal opportunity. 


When a nation segregates any percentage of its 
population, it only segregates a percentage of its 
potential! So for the sake of the kingdom, it is 
time for women to stand together and demand a new 
government that values every citizen’s thoughts, 
ideas, and morals. Then and only then will our 
country journey into realms of prosperity it has 
never seen before. 


Brystal’s mouth dropped open—it was like she was reading a book of 
her own thoughts. She had never heard anyone else speak about the things 
she believed, let alone seen them printed in a book. She stacked The War on 
Women and History & Other Lies on the table, eager to finish them later, but 
first she wanted to see what other books were in the secret library. Another 
enticing title she found was called: 


LOSING FAITH IN FAITH 
By QUINT CUPPAMULE 


Like the previous books, it too had BANNED branded into its cover. 


Brystal opened the book to a random page to get a sense of what it was 
about: 


If the Book of Faith was as pure as the monks claim it is, 
there would be no need to amend it or publish versions over 
time. However, if you compared a current Book of Faith to 
one from a hundred years ago, you would discover vast 
differences between the religion of today and the religion of 
yesterday. 

So what does this mean? Has the Lord simply changed His 
mind over the years? Has the Great Almighty corrected His 
mistakes after being convinced he was wrong? But wouldn’t 
the very notion of being “wrong” contradict the “all-knowing” 
qualities the Lord is supposed to possess? 

The truth is, what started as a joyful and loving faith is now 


a politically motivated ruse to control the people of the 
Southern Kingdom. Whenever the fear of incarceration is not 
enough to make people obey the law, the Justices alter the 
principles of religion and use the fear of eternal damnation to 
enforce their agenda. 

The law and the Lord should be separate entities, but the 
Southern Kingdom has strategically made them the same. 
Therefore, any activity or opinion that questions the 
government is considered a sin. And every lifestyle or 
preference that doesn’t help expand the population is 
considered demonic. 

The Book of Faith no longer reflects the Lord’s will, but 
the will of men who use the Lord as a tool to manipulate their 
people. 


Brystal was absolutely fascinated by Quint Cuppamule’s writing. In all 
her years attending church, she had never questioned the monk’s sermons 
denouncing murder and theft, but she had always wondered why the monks 
preached just as passionately about the importance of paying taxes. Now it 
appeared Brystal had her answer. 

She put Losing Faith in Faith in her stack and continued searching 
through the bookcases. The next BANNED title that gained her interest was 
called: 


THE INJUSTICE OF THE JUSTICES: How the 


King Is Only a Pawn to a Monarchy in Disguise 
By Sherple Hinderback 


As she moved the book off the shelf, Brystal accidentally knocked over 
the file of paperwork placed next to it. The documents spilled onto the floor, 
and Brystal knelt as she picked up the mess. Until this moment, Brystal 
hadn’t had much interest in the files throughout the bookcases, but now she 
couldn’t help reading the papers as she restacked them. 

Among the paperwork was a detailed profile of the author Sherple 
Hinderback. It was followed by a log on Hinderback’s whereabouts over a 


period of years. The addresses became more and more obscure with time— 
what started as houses and inns became bridges and caverns. The dates of 
the entries also became closer and closer together—as if Hinderback had 
changed his location more and more frequently. The log ended with a 
warrant for the author’s arrest, and finally, the paperwork concluded with 
his death certificate. The cause of death was EXECUTED FOR 
CONSPIRACY AGAINST THE KINGDOM. 

Brystal got to her feet and inspected the files beside the books of 
Robbeth Flagworth, Daisy Peppernickel, and Quint Cuppamule. Similar to 
the documents in the previous file, she found profiles of the authors, records 
of their residences, warrants for their arrests, and eventually, their death 
certificates. And just like Sherple Hinderback, each author’s cause of death 
was EXECUTED FOR CONSPIRACY AGAINST THE KINGDOM. 

As if struck by a cold breeze, Brystal had chills, and her body went 
tense. She felt sick to her stomach as she looked around and recognized the 
small room for what it truly was. This wasn’t a private library—it was a 
graveyard for truth and an archive of people the Justices had silenced. 

“They killed them,” Brystal said in shock. “They killed them all.” 

In time, the books throughout the secret room would introduce Brystal 
to an assortment of troubling ideas. Her perspective of the world would 
change forever, but most troubling of all, one of these books was going to 
change Brystal’s view of herself. And once she read it she would never look 
into a mirror the same way again.... 





CHAPTER Four 
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Tue Truru Asout Maacic 


Every evening after cleaning the library, Brystal returned to the Justices’ 


private room on the second floor to devour another BANNED title. The 
nightly ritual was by far the most dangerous exercise she had ever 
embarked on. Brystal knew she was playing with fire every time she passed 
the JUSTICES ONLY sign, but she also knew she had struck intellectual gold. 
This was the opportunity of a lifetime—it could be her only exposure to 
such a treasure trove of truth and ideas. If she didn’t risk the consequences 
now, Brystal was sure she would spend the rest of her lifetime regretting it. 

With the completion of each BANNED book, Brystal felt like another veil 
had been lifted from her eyes. Everything she thought she knew about the 
Southern Kingdom—the laws, the economy, the history, how the army was 
run, what the class system was—it was all shrouded with conspiracies the 
Justices used to preserve their influence and control. The very foundation 
she was raised on crumbled beneath her feet more and more with every 
page she turned. 

The most uncomfortable part for Brystal was wondering what her 
father’s involvement was in the malicious schemes she read about. Was he 
even aware of the information Brystal was uncovering, or was he a leader in 
the corruption? Were some Justices kept in the dark, or did they all play a 
part in the deception? And if so, did that mean her brothers would 
eventually become as dishonest and power-hungry as the other Justices 
seemed to be? 

Her world was turned virtually upside down, but the BANNED titles also 
proved something that Brystal found profoundly comforting: she wasn’t 
nearly as alone as she had feared. 

All the books in the secret room were written by people who felt and 
thought exactly like she did, by people who questioned information, who 
criticized social restrictions, who challenged the systems set in place, and 
who weren’t afraid to make their ideas known. And for every person the 
Justices had successfully hunted down, there must be dozens who were still 
at large. Brystal just hoped the day would come when she would get to meet 


them. 

Despite the lucky discovery, Brystal was prepared for it all to end in 
disaster. Should she get caught in the act, Brystal thought continuing her 
role as a frivolous and innocent maid was her best chance at avoiding any 
trouble. She spent a great deal of time imagining what the interaction might 
sound like: 

“What are you doing in here?” 

“Me, sir? Well, I’m the maid, of course. I’m here to clean.” 

“You are not allowed in this room! The sign on the door clearly states 
this room is for Justices only!” 

“Pm sorry, sir, but my employer’s instructions were to clean every part 
of the library. He never mentioned certain rooms were off-limits. Even 
private rooms get dusty.” 

Fortunately, the library remained as empty and quiet as always, allowing 
Brystal to read in safety. 
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By the end of Brystal’s second month of employment, she had read every 
BANNED title in the Justices’ private library except for one. As she retrieved 
the final book, on the bottom shelf of the last bookcase, Brystal was 
consumed by a bittersweet sensation. For weeks, the secret room had been a 
private classroom where she got to study the most fascinating subjects 
imaginable, and now she was taking her final lesson: 


The Truth About Magic 
By Celeste Weatherberry 


Curiously, unlike all the other books in the room, The Truth About 
Magic didn’t have a file beside it. The cover was a pale violet and 
practically glowed in the dark chamber. The title was surrounded by an 
elaborate silver crest with a unicorn and a gryphon on opposite sides, and 
the space between the creatures was filled with winged pixies, stars, and a 
crescent moon. 


It was by far the most beautiful book Brystal had ever come across. Of 
all the topics she had read about in the private library, she was the least 
familiar with magic. She knew it was considered a demonic practice and a 
heinous crime, but other than the reactions to it, Brystal knew very little 
about magic itself. She sat at the table and excitedly opened the book to the 
very first page, eager to learn more: 


Dear Friend, 

If this book has found a way into your hands, | hope 
you are reading it in a safe place. As I’m sure you're 
aware, magic is a rather sensitive subject around the 
world. In most areas, possessing anything remotely 
related to magic is just as punishable as the act of 
magic. However, by the end of this book, you will learn 
that magic is as pure as existence itself, and why it’s 
worthy of the world’s admiration and respect. 

To get a proper perspective on what I’m saying, we 
must first take a look at history. Thousands of years ago, 
humanity and other intelligent species lived in harmony 
with members of the magical community. We were one 
another’s neighbors, friends, and family. We helped one 
another, looked out for one another, and all worked 
together toward the same goals of peace and prosperity. 
Unfortunately, that all changed when humankind began 
its bloody quest for world domination. 

Before King Champion | was crowned, the young 
sovereign-in-waiting had a wonderful relationship with 
the magical community. He pledged his loyalty to us, and 
in return, we aided his ascension to the throne. After 
Champion I’s coronation, the king’s first royal act was to 
establish his Advisory Council of High Justices, and 
history was changed forever. 

The High Justices saw magical people and their 
abilities as a threat. They filled Champion |’s head with 
lies about our intentions to overthrow him and seize 
control of the kingdom. They rewrote the Book of Faith 


and convinced the entire kingdom that our spells, 
charms, and enchantments were demonic practices, and 
that our very existence was an abomination. So 
Champion | declared all members of the magical 
community to be “witches,” and criminalized magic to the 
same caliber as treason and murder. Eventually the 
other kingdoms followed Champion |’s example, and the 
first witch hunt in recorded history began. 

Across the world, all alleged witches were arrested 
and executed, all the unicorns, dragons, gryphons, 
pixies, and other animals deemed “magical” were 
slaughtered into extinction, and all the good that the 
magical community had done for humankind was erased 
from history. The High Justices’ plan was so efficient that 
it became the template for how they dealt with all 
conflicts in the future. 

Hundreds of years have passed since Champion l’s 
reign, but the stigma against people with magical blood 
is stronger than ever. In recent decades, King Champion 
XIV changed the punishment for conjuring magic in the 
Southern Kingdom from death to imprisonment with hard 
labor, but this does nothing to salvage all the innocent 
lives being lost throughout the world. To this day, many 
people abandon their children or flee into dangerous 
territories just to avoid being associated with magic. But 
the very notion that magic is wrong or something to be 
ashamed of is the greatest misconception of our time. 

Magic is the beautiful and rare gift to manifest and 
modify the elements. It’s a pure and positive art form 
used to create something from nothing. It’s the ability to 
help those in need, heal those in pain, and improve the 
world around us. Magic can only be accomplished by 
those with goodness in their hearts, and they aren’t the 
witches that popular belief suggests, but rather are 
known as fairies. And their talents should be celebrated, 
not suppressed. 


While witches do exist, they represent a very small 
fraction of the remaining magical community. The 
wickedness in their hearts prevents witches from doing 
magic, so instead, they practice a foul and destructive 
art called witchcraft. Those who commit witchcraft 
usually do it with disruptive intentions. They deserve the 
harsh punishments they receive, but their vile ways 
should never be mistaken for the goodness that magic 
offers. 

It may seem complicated to differentiate a fairy from a 
witch, but there is a simple test that members of the 
magical community have used for centuries. By reading 
a passage of ancient text aloud, a questioning fairy or 
witch can easily determine where they stand: 

Ahkune awknoon ahkelle-enama, telmune talmoon 
ahktelle-awknamon. 


Brystal found the phrase so amusing she read it out loud just to hear 
what it sounded like. “‘Ahkune awknoon ahkelle-enama, telmune talmoon 
ahktelle-awknamon,’” she pronounced with a laugh. 


Did something macabre manifest nearby? Were you 
unexpectedly hit by a storm of locusts or a plague of 
fleas? Was your skin suddenly covered in blistering 
blemishes? If there are no visible changes to your body 
or immediate surroundings, then congratulations, you 
are not a witch! 

Now, by reading the next passage aloud, you can 
determine whether you are a fairy: 

Elsune elknoon ahkelle-enama, delmune dalmoon 
ahktelle-awknamon. 


Brystal knew reading the second passage would have as little effect on 
her as the first, but she enjoyed playing along with the author. It wasn’t 
every day she took a test to determine whether she had magical capabilities. 

““Flsune elknoon  ahkelle-enama, delmune dalmoon  ahktelle- 
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awknamon,’” she read aloud. 


Did something beautiful appear? Are rubies and 
diamonds raining from the sky? Has your clothing 
changed into something much more stylish than before? 
If so, then congratulations, you’re a fairy! If reading that 
text resulted in no physical changes to you or your 
surroundings, then it is safe to assume you do not have 
magic coursing through your veins. 

Although you are not part of the magical community, | 
hope you will still support our efforts to find acceptance 
and— 


Suddenly, Brystal was distracted by an unexpected smell. As if someone 
had lit a scented candle, the small room was consumed with the pleasant 
aromas of lavender, jasmine, and roses, among other fragrances. Out of the 
comer of her eye, she saw something moving and jerked her head in its 
direction. 

To her absolute amazement, hundreds upon hundreds of flowers had 
begun growing out of the walls around her. Once the walls were covered, 
the blossoms sprouted across the ceiling, the floor, and through the 
bookcases. Brystal screamed as the phenomenon spread across the table in 
front of her and she jumped out of her seat when she felt flowers grow out 
from under the chair. 

“What... what... what just happened?” she asked in disbelief. 

Brystal knew exactly what had happened; she just didn’t want to admit 
it. After reading a passage from a book about magic, she had 
unintentionally transformed the dull and windowless room into a vibrant 
and colorful floral wonderland. There was no other explanation for the 
change, but she rejected the implications with her entire being. 

“No, no, no—this isn’t real!” Brystal told herself. “This is just a 
hallucination caused by sleep deprivation. In a few seconds it’ll all 
disappear.” 

No matter how many deep breaths she took or how hard she rubbed her 
eyes, the flowers did not vanish. Brystal became dizzy and her hands 
trembled as the inconvenient reality began to sink in. 


“I... I... I can't be!” she thought aloud. “Of all the people in the world, 
this can’t be happening to me.... This can’t be who I am.... I have enough 
working against me as it is. I can’t be magic on top of it all!” 

Brystal was desperate to destroy all the evidence that proved otherwise. 
She hurried to the ground level of the library and returned with the largest 
wastebaskets she could find. She frantically pulled all the flowers out of the 
walls and floor and furniture, and didn’t pause until every petal and leaf had 
been tossed away and the Justices’ room was back to normal. Brystal placed 
The Truth About Magic on its shelf and dragged the wastebaskets out of the 
private library. She closed the wide metal door behind her with the intention 
of never returning, as if she could keep the truth locked inside. 
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For several days, Brystal pretended as if she had never found the secret 
room on the second floor. She told herself The Truth About Magic and the 
other BANNED books didn’t exist, and that she had never read the spell that 
manifested the flowers. In fact, Brystal was in such denial about the ordeal 
that she went straight home every night after cleaning without reading 
anything at all, afraid the very sight of another book would remind her of 
what she wanted to forget. 

Unfortunately, the more effort she put into erasing the event from her 
mind, the more she thought about it. And soon it was no longer an issue of 
if it had happened, but of why it had happened. 

“This all has to be a big misunderstanding,” she said to herself. “If I was 
magical—or a fairy, as the author put it—there would have been signs! A 
fairy would know they were different.... A fairy would have trouble 
blending in.... A fairy would spend their whole life feeling like they didn’t 
belong. Oh, shut up, Brystal! You’ve just described yourself!” 

In many ways, having magic in her blood made sense. Brystal had 
always been so different from everyone she knew—perhaps magic was the 
source of her uniqueness? Perhaps she had always wanted more out of life 
because, deep down inside, she knew there was more to her life. 

“But why did it take me so long to find out?” she asked herself. “Was I 
completely oblivious, or has a part of me known all along? Then again, I 


live in a kingdom that keeps all forms of knowledge from young women. 
Maybe this just proves how efficiently the Justices are oppressing their 
people. And if I wasn’t a menace to society before, I certainly am now.” 

And now that she knew the truth, would it be easy for others to figure it 
out, too? Would her classmates smell it on her as easily as her other 
differences? Was it possible to hide magic, or would it inevitably resurface 
and expose her? And if it did, would it finally give her father the right to 
disown her and send her away for good? The dangers were endless. 
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“Ts everything okay, Brystal?” Barrie asked one morning before breakfast. 

“Yes, everything is fine,” Brystal was quick to respond. “Why—why do 
you ask?” 

“No reason,” he said with a smile. “You’ve just seemed a little tense 
lately. And I’ve noticed you haven’t been spending as much time at the 
Home for the Hopeless as usual. Is there anything you need to talk about?” 

“Oh, I’ve just decided to take a little break,” she said. “Something 
happened—nothing serious, of course—but I thought a little distance would 
be helpful. It would give me a chance to think about things and figure out 
what to do next.” 

“Figure out what to do next?” Barrie asked with concern. “All right, 
now you have to tell me what’s going on so my imagination doesn’t fill in 
the blanks.” 

Brystal was so exhausted from worrying that she didn’t have the energy 
to put on a show. So she told her brother a story that was as close to the 
truth as possible without giving anything away. 

“T recently discovered something about myself that’s a little hard to live 
with,” she said. 

Barrie’s eyes went large. “And that is?” 

“Well, I... I... Pm not sure I like charity anymore.” 

Barrie did a double take at his sister’s odd response. 

“You’ve been tense because you don t like charity anymore?” he asked. 

“Um... yes,” Brystal said with a shrug. “And quite frankly, I’m not 
certain how much longer Pll be able to hide it. Now that I know, I’m afraid 


other people are going to find out, too. I’m terrified about what might 
happen to me if I’m ever exposed.” 

“Exposed? But, Brystal, disliking charity isn’t illegal. It’s just a 
preference.” 

“I know, but it’s practically a crime,” she exclaimed. “The world is very 
cruel to people who dont like charity—but that’s just because they’re 
misunderstood. Society thinks that disliking charity is the same as disliking 
kindness, when in reality, disliking charity and disliking kindness are very, 
very different! Oh, Barrie—I wish I could tell you just how different they 
are, because it’s fascinating! One of the greatest misconceptions of our 
time!” 

According to the expression on her brother’s face, he might have been 
less concerned if she had just told him the truth. Barrie was looking at his 
sister like she was on the verge of a mental breakdown, and to be fair, she 
was. 

“How long have you disliked charity?” he asked. 

“Almost a week,” she said. 

“And do you remember the incident that changed your mind?” 

“Yes, it all started when I accidentally covered a room in flowers,” she 
said, forgetting to alter her story. “Um—I mean, there was a homeless 
woman who was feeling ill, so I filled her room with flowers to cheer her 
up. But it was the wrong room—a room I honestly had no business being 
in. So I had to throw all the flowers away before someone caught me.” 

“Right...,” Barrie said. “But prior to that moment, you had never 
disliked charity before, had you?” 

“Not at all,” she said. “Before that, I didn’t think I was capable of 
disliking charity.” 

“Then that settles it,” he said. “You just had a bad day. And you should 
never let one day change who you are. We can never be certain about 
anything in life—especially if we only experience it once.” 

“We can’t?” Brystal asked with hopeful eyes. 

“Of course not,” Barrie said. “If I were you, I would go back to the 
Home for the Hopeless and give charity another try to make sure you 
genuinely dislike it. Then, and only then, would I worry about being 
exposed for it.” 

Although her brother had no idea what was really bothering her, Brystal 


thought he had given her excellent advice. After all, it took more than one 
trip on a boat to turn someone into a sailor—maybe magic was similar? 
Perhaps it would take years of practice before she had to worry about it 
putting her life in danger. And like Barrie suggested, there was always the 
chance the whole ordeal had been a fluke and would never happen again. 
Right or wrong, for her own sanity, Brystal had to find out. 

The following night after she finished cleaning the library, Brystal 
returned to the Justices’ private library on the second floor. She put her 
reading glasses on, retrieved The Truth About Magic by Celeste 
Weatherberry from the shelf, and turned to the page with the ancient text. 
After a deep breath and a silent prayer, she read the incantation aloud to 
prove whether she was a fairy, once and for all. 

““Flsune elknoon  ahkelle-enama, delmune dalmoon  ahktelle- 
awknamon.’” 

Brystal was afraid to look and covered her eyes. At first, she didn’t feel 
or hear anything, so she peeked at the room through her fingers. Nothing 
appeared to have changed in the slightest, and Brystal’s spirits began to 
soar. She watched the walls with bated breath, waiting for the flowers to 
materialize again, but they never came. Tears filled her eyes and she let out 
a sigh of relief that turned into a long, thankful laugh. 

“Barrie was right,” she said. “We should never let one day change who 
we—” 

Suddenly, the pages of The Truth About Magic started to glow. Bright 
orbs of white light slowly rose from the book and filled the dark room. As 
the orbs spread out, they became smaller and smaller, creating the illusion 
of depth in every direction, and soon the private library resembled a 
limitless galaxy. 

Brystal got to her feet and looked around the room in amazement. Not 
only had she confirmed the magic in her veins, but she never imagined she 
was capable of creating such a beautiful sight. The magic was transcendent, 
and Brystal forgot where she was. It didn’t feel like she was standing in the 
private library anymore, but floating through her very own starry universe. 

“MISS BAILEY! WHAT IN THE NAME OF CHAMPION ARE YOU 
DOING?!” 

The voice startled Brystal, and all the orbs throughout the room instantly 
vanished. When her eyes adjusted, Brystal saw the metal door had swung 


open without her noticing. Mr. Woolsore was standing in the doorway with 
two armed guards, and all three men were staring at her like she was the 
foulest creature they had ever seen. 

“That’s the girl I’ve been warning you about!” Mr. Woolsore shouted, 
and he pointed a shaky finger at her. “I’ve been telling you for months that 
she was up to something! But none of you believed me! You said I was mad 
for believing a young girl was capable of such things! Now look—we’ve 
caught a witch in the act!” 

“Mr. Woolsore!” Brystal said. “Wait, I can explain! This isn’t what it 
looks like!” 

“Save your lies for the Justice, witch! You’ve been caught red-handed!” 
the librarian yelled, and then turned to the guards. “Don’t just stand there, 
seize her before she casts another spell!” 

Brystal had imagined many scenarios where she was caught in the 
Justices’ private library, but she never imagined it would happen while she 
was conjuring magic. Before she had the chance to defend herself further, 
the guards charged toward her and forcefully grabbed her by the arms. 

“No! You don’t understand!” she pleaded. “I’m not a witch! Please, I’m 
begging you! Let me prove it!” 

As the guards dragged Brystal out of the room, Mr. Woolsore snatched 
the reading glasses off her face and snapped them in two. 

“You won’t be needing these where you’re going,” he said. “Take her 
away!” 





CHAPTER FIVE 
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Fo: the first time Brystal understood what it was like to be scared 


senseless. There were heavy shackles around her wrists, but she didn’t feel 
them. The smell of decaying rats and mildew filled the air, but it didn’t 
bother her. Bloodcurdling screams of prisoners getting whipped echoed 
through the halls, but she hardly noticed them. Her eyes were fixated on the 
steel bars surrounding her, but she didn’t understand what she was looking 
at. 

She was sitting straight up on the edge of the stone bench in her prison 
cell and hadn’t moved a muscle since she was placed there. Everything 
happened so fast the night before, she couldn’t remember where she was or 
how she got there. Then again, she was in such a state of shock, she could 
barely think at all. 

At dawn, the ear-piercing cathedral bells didn’t even make Brystal 
flinch. It was now the morning after the worst night of her life, but she had 
no concept of time. Her mind was completely blank, her body was 
completely still, and as far as she was concerned, the world had stopped 
spinning. 

Her cell door swung open and a prison guard stepped inside, but his 
arrival didn’t break her petrified trance. 

“Your Defense Deputy Justice has arrived,” the guard said. 

After hearing this, Brystal was finally able to make sense of where she 
was and what had happened. She, Brystal Evergreen, had been imprisoned 
for a crime. She was sitting in the prison deep below the Chariot Hills 
Courthouse, and the Deputy Justice assigned to defend her had come to 
speak with her about the pending trial. 

The guard stepped aside and a tall young man in a black hat and a gray- 
and-black-checkered robe entered the cell. When Brystal gazed up at the 
Deputy Justice, she thought her mind was playing tricks on her. 

“Brooks?” she said. 

Her eldest brother froze after taking his first step into the prison cell. His 
eyes went wide and his face grew pale at the sight of his sister in chains. 


“Brystal?” he gasped. 

The Evergreen siblings stared at each other for a full minute without 
saying a single word. It was the only time in Brystal’s life that she had been 
genuinely pleased to see her brother, but the pleasure quickly faded as she 
realized why he was there: Brooks was going to defend her in court! 

“Brooks, I—I—” Brystal tried to break the silence, but she was at a loss 
for words. 

“Do you two know each other?” the guard asked suspiciously. 

As Brooks stared at his sister, the disbelief in his eyes changed into a 
very serious and urgent expression. He raised his index finger to his mouth, 
imploring her to be quiet. Brystal didn’t understand why the silence was 
necessary, but she obliged. 

“We’re acquainted,” Brooks told the guard behind him. “She’s just one 
of the many schoolgirls who admire me. But who can blame her?” 

Her brother’s charade was confusing—she knew it was perfectly legal 
for Deputy Justices to defend family members on trial—so why was he 
pretending they weren’t related? Brooks opened his briefcase and retrieved 
a quill and a piece of parchment. He scribbled a quick note on the paper, 
folded it, and handed it to the guard. 

“T need you to deliver this message to Justice Evergreen’s office on the 
fourth floor,” Brooks instructed. “I was just reminded of something 
involving another case that needs to be addressed immediately.” 

“Sir, I can’t leave you alone with the prisoner,” the guard replied. 

“Don’t insult me—this girl is hardly a physical threat. The note, 
however, regards a very serious and timely matter. Justice Evergreen will 
want this message right away, and if your reluctance jeopardizes his case, 
I’ll make sure he knows you caused the delay.” 

Obviously, the guard didn’t appreciate being ordered around. He glared 
at Brooks and then begrudgingly headed to the fourth floor with the note in 
hand, slamming the cell door behind him. Brooks turned to Brystal and the 
disbelief returned to his face. 

“My God, Brystal! What the hell have you gotten yourself into?” he 
exclaimed. “One count of trespassing! One count of female literacy! And 
one count of committing magic! Do you have any idea how serious this is?” 

Brystal looked to the floor and shook her head. “I don’t know what to 
say,” she said softly. “It all feels like a bad dream.” 


“When you weren’t at breakfast this morning, Mother assumed you had 
gone to the Home for the Hopeless to volunteer before school!” Brooks 
said. “When I got to the courthouse, all the Deputy Justices were talking 
about the witch they caught in the library last night—but I didn’t put the 
two together! I never imagined in a million years the witch would be my 
own sister!” 

“But Pm not a witch!” Brystal exclaimed. “The banned book I was 
reading explains everything! Please, you have to find it and show it to—” 

“Are you mad?” Brooks asked. “I can’t use a banned book as evidence!” 

“Then what are we going to use for my defense?” Brystal asked. 

“Defense?” Brooks said, as if he was appalled by her choice of words. 
“Brystal, you were caught by three witnesses—there’s no defense! You’re 
facing life imprisonment with hard labor for committing magic alone, but 
with trespassing and female literacy on top of it, you’ll be lucky to make it 
out of here alive!” 

“You mean... they might execute me?” 

Brystal felt like a cold hand had suddenly reached into her body and 
ripped out her stomach. She had willingly gone down a long path of 
mistakes, but she had never thought it would lead to this. She started 
hyperventilating. 

“No, this can’t be happening!” she cried. “You can’t let them execute 
me! Please, Brooks, you have to help me! I’m your sister!” 

Brooks rolled his eyes at the remark. “Oh yes, and what a joy you are!” 
he said spitefully. “I’m afraid even with my superb defense skills, my hands 
are tied.” 

“There has to be something we can do!” 

Her brother went quiet and he bit his nails as he thought about it. 

“There’s only one thing I can think of that could possibly help you 
now.” 

“What?” 

“Father.” 

Brooks said it like it was good news, but it only made Brystal feel more 
hopeless than before. Her father was the last person on the planet she 
expected to save her. 

“Father isn’t going to help me,” she said. “When he finds out what I’ve 
done, he’ll want to kill me himself!” 


“Well, you’re right about that,’ Brooks scoffed. “Father may not value 
your life, but he thinks very highly of his own. He would do anything to 
preserve his reputation. And nothing is going to tarnish his name more than 
one of his children getting arrested and sentenced to death. Luckily for him, 
I’m the only one who knows you’re in here.” 

“How?” 

“As far as anyone knows, this is the case of Bailey vs. the Southern 
Kingdom—the charges have been filed under the alias you gave the library! 
When Father gets my note and realizes you’re the one on trial, he’s going to 
do whatever he can to sweep this case under the rug before his colleagues 
find out!” 

“But what if he doesn’t?” Brystal asked. “Father can’t be my only 
chance of survival.” 

“Then it all depends on your trial,” Brooks explained. “First, the 
Prosecution Deputy will present your charges to the sitting Justice and 
recommend a penalty. If they recommend the minimum penalty, the Justice 
will most likely sentence you to life imprisonment with hard labor, but if 
the Deputy recommends the maximum penalty, I guarantee the Justice will 
sentence you to capital punishment.” 

“But the sitting Justice doesn’t have to take the recommendation, it’s just 
a suggestion,” Brystal recalled from what she had read. “Even if the 
Prosecution Deputy recommends the maximum penalty, the Justice could 
still be merciful.” 

Brooks’s face fell flat and Brystal knew there was something he wasn’t 
telling her. 

“There won’t be any mercy this time,” he said. “Your trial is being 
overseen by Justice Oldragaid.” 

“Who?” 

“Justice Oldragaid is the most despised Justice in the court system. He 
has a God complex and is notorious for condemning people to death 
whenever possible. Even when Prosecution Deputies recommend the 
minimum penalty, Oldragaid likes to bully them into recommending the 
maximum penalty just so he can enforce it.” 

“Oh my gosh!” Brystal gasped. 

“It gets worse,” Brooks went on. “Oldragaid has hated Father since their 
days at the University of Law. During their time as Deputy Justices, Father 


never lost a case against Oldragaid and would humiliate him during the 
trials. That’s the reason he assigned me to your defense—it’s impossible for 
a Defense Deputy to win a case like this and he wanted to watch an 
Evergreen lose! And Oldragaid would be thrilled to sentence you to death if 
he had the chance.” 

Brystal couldn’t believe her misfortune. She was getting punished not 
only by the laws of the Southern Kingdom, but also, apparently, by the 
universe itself. 

“Then I’m doomed,” she said quietly. “There’s no way around it.” 

“There’s still one thing in our favor that you’re forgetting,’ Brooks 
reminded her. “Like I said, as far as anyone knows, this is the case of Bailey 
vs. the Southern Kingdom. Justice Oldragaid doesn’t know who you are. 
Trials usually don’t begin until a day or two after incarceration, so 
hopefully that’ ll give Father enough time to help you before Oldragaid finds 
out.” 

“So that’s why you pretended we weren’t related in front of the guard. 
You didn’t want anyone to realize who I am.” 

“Exactly.” 

Brystal never thought a day would come when she was thankful for 
having a brother like Brooks, but here it was. All the calculating and 
mischievous qualities she resented about him were now the tools he was 
using to save her life. 

“T’m so scared, Brooks,” she said. 

“Well, you should be,” he said. “Even if Father finds a way to help you, 
you aren’t going to walk out of here freely. Best-case scenario, you’ll 
probably spend the rest of your life in a prison far away from Chariot 
Hills.” 

“I suppose you think I deserve it for being so stupid...,’ she said 
through tears. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.... I just wanted life 
to be different....” 

“Then I guess you got what you asked for.” 

The door swung open as the guard returned to the cell. He was wheezing 
and sweating profusely from his journey to and from the fourth floor. 

“T delivered your message to the Justice, sir,” the guard grumbled. 

“Just in time, too. I’m all finished here.” 

Brooks picked up his briefcase and headed for the door, but Brystal 
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stopped him as he stepped into the hall. 

“Deputy Justice Evergreen?” she asked. “If you happen to see them, will 
you please give my love to my mother and my brother? And tell them I am 
so, so sorry for all this?” 

Her brother gave the slightest nod possible without attracting the guard’s 
attention. “I am not your messenger, criminal,” he said dramatically. “See 
you in court.” 

Brooks continued down the hall and the guard followed, locking the cell 
door behind him. As the sound of their footsteps faded, Brystal was 
consumed by the most extreme sorrow she had ever experienced. She lay on 
the stone bench and wept until there wasn’t a teardrop left inside her. 

As far as she knew, her brother was the last piece of home she’d ever see 
again. 


"eo x oe! 


That night, Brystal was jolted awake when her cell door suddenly burst 
open. Two prison guards charged inside, grabbed her by the arms, and 
forced her onto her feet. Without saying a word, the guards rushed Brystal 
out of the cell, raced her across the prison, and then hurried her up a spiral 
staircase. They moved at such a frantic pace Brystal had trouble keeping up 
and had to be dragged a majority of the way. She had no idea what was 
happening or where they were taking her, and she was too afraid to ask. 

They reached the top of the staircase and entered the main corridor of 
the courthouse. The corridor, usually bustling with Deputy Justices and 
Justices alike, was dark and completely empty. Brystal figured it must have 
been past midnight, which made the whole situation even more frightening. 
What could be so important that it required her to be transported in the 
middle of the night? 

At the end of the dark corridor, Brystal spotted Brooks pacing in front of 
a pair of tall double doors. His face was bright red and he angrily muttered 
to himself as he moved. 

“Brooks!” she called out. “What’s going on? Why are we in the 
courthouse so late?” 

“Justice Oldragaid found out who you are!” he said. “The guard must 


have read my note and tipped him off—that bastard! Oldragaid moved up 
your trial—he’s trying to sentence you before Father has time to intervene!” 

“Wait, I don’t understand,” Brystal said. “When’s the trial happening?” 

“Now,” he said. 

The guards pushed open the double doors and pulled Brystal into the 
courtroom. Her brother followed closely behind. 

They were the first to arrive and Brystal was overwhelmed by her first 
glimpse—it was easily the biggest room she had ever been in. It was 
surrounded by massive marble pillars that stretched into the darkness of a 
seemingly endless ceiling. Wooden risers wrapped around the courtroom 
with enough seats for a thousand witnesses. The only source of light came 
from two torches burning, one on either side of the Justice’s chair, which 
was raised on a tall platform at the front of the room. An enormous portrait 
of King Champion XIV was hung on the wall behind the platform, and the 
sovereign scowled down at the courtroom like a judgmental giant. 

The guards locked Brystal in a tall iron cage that stood in the very center 
of the room. The bars were so wide she could barely see through them. 
Brooks took a seat at an empty table to the left of the cage, and Brystal 
assumed the empty table to her right was reserved for the Prosecution 
Deputy. 

“Try to stay calm,” her brother whispered. “And whatever you do, don’t 
say anything. It'll only make things worse.” 

A small door behind the platform opened and Justice Oldragaid entered 
the courtroom from his private chambers. Even if he wasn’t the Justice 
overseeing her trial, the sight of Oldragaid would have been chilling. He 
was a Skeletal man with a pitch-black beard and large sunken eyes that had 
pupils the size of pinpricks. His skin was the color of pea soup, and his long 
fingernails made his hands look like claws. 

Oldragaid was followed by four guards, and to Brystal’s horror, an 
executioner also emerged from the Justice’s private chambers, carrying a 
large silver axe. Brystal turned to her brother, hoping to find reassurance in 
his eyes, but Brooks was as alarmed as she was. The trial hadn’t even 
started and her fate seemed to be sealed. 

The Justice climbed up the steps of the platform and took his seat. He 
glared down at Brystal with a twisted grin, like a cat gawking at a mouse in 
a trap. With three loud bangs of his gavel, the proceedings began. 


“The case of Bailey vs. the Southern Kingdom shall commence,” he 
announced. 

“Your Honor, I’d like to remind you that it is illegal to begin a trial 
without a Prosecution Deputy,” Brooks said. “And furthermore, it is 
completely unethical to have an executioner present in court before a 
defendant has been sentenced.” 

“T am aware of the law, Defense Deputy,” the Justice sneered. “The 
Prosecution Deputy will be here momentarily. However, you of all people 
should not be lecturing me about ethics. It’s recently come to my attention 
that you have made deliberate attempts to conceal information from the 
court. That is a direct violation of your moral duties as a Deputy Justice, 
and violators must be reprimanded.” 

Justice Oldragaid gave the guards a signal and they covered Brystal’s 
cage with a sheet. Her limited view of the courtroom was now entirely 
obstructed. 

“Your Honor, what is the purpose of this?” Brooks objected. 

“As I’m sure you’re aware, Defense Deputy, whenever a Deputy Justice 
is caught committing a violation in court, it is up to the presiding Justice to 
apply an appropriate punishment,” Oldragaid explained. “I’ve decided to 
teach you a lesson about the importance of transparency. Since you 
attempted to conceal the defendant’s identity from me, her identity will be 
concealed for the rest of this trial. You are not to speak a word about who 
she is until after the Prosecution Deputy has recommended penalties. Let 
one word slip, and Pll charge you with conspiracy to assist a criminal. Is 
that understood?” 

Brystal didn’t have to see the hatred beaming from her brother’s eyes to 
know it was there. 

“Yes, Your Honor,” Brooks said. “I understand.” 

“Good,” Oldragaid said. “Bring in the Prosecution Deputy!” 

The double doors creaked open and Brystal heard a new pair of 
footsteps enter the courtroom. Strangely, the Prosecution Deputy only made 
it halfway through the room before he stopped in his tracks. 

“Brooks?” a familiar voice asked. 

“Barrie?” he gasped. “You’re the Prosecution Deputy?” 

Brystal felt light-headed and went weak in the knees. She had to grab 
the bars of her cage to prevent herself from sliding to the floor. Justice 


Oldragaid was using her trial to get revenge on the Evergreen family, and it 
was more malicious and cruel than she could ever have imagined. 

“This is my first assignment,” Barrie said happily. “Why didn’t you tell 
me you were the Defense Deputy on Bailey vs. the Southern Kingdom?” 

“I—I—I was trying to keep it quiet,” Brooks said. 

“Why is the defendant covered up?” Barrie asked. 

“T’m not allowed to discuss it,” Brooks said. “Barrie, listen to me, this 
trial isn’t what it seems—” 

“That’s quite enough, Defense Deputy!” Justice Oldragaid commanded. 
“Thank you for joining us on such short notice, Prosecution Deputy. Now 
please step forward and present the charges against the defendant.” 

Barrie took his place behind the table to Brystal’s right. She heard him 
remove papers from his briefcase. He cleared his throat before reading them 
aloud. 

“Your Honor, three men witnessed the defendant conjuring a spell from 
an open book in a private section of the Chariot Hills Library,” he said. 
“The first witness was the librarian, Mr. Patwise Woolsore, the other two 
are officers in the King’s Royal Guard, and all three have signed sworn 
statements of what they encountered. Given the credibility of the observers, 
the defendant has been charged with one count of trespassing, one count of 
female literacy, and one count of committing magic. Pll now relinquish the 
floor to the Defense Deputy.” 

“Given the substantial evidence, and the nature of the crimes, we will 
not waste any time with the defense,” Justice Oldragaid said. 

“Your Honor, I object!” Brooks shouted. 

“Overruled! And watch your tone, Defense Deputy!” the Justice warned. 
“Now, moving on. What penalty does the prosecution recommend?” 

This was the moment Brystal had been dreading. With just two words, 
her own brother would either save her life or cement her demise. Her heart 
was pounding out of her chest and she forgot to breathe as she waited to 
hear his answer. 

“Your Honor, due to the number of felonies that were committed in such 
a short period of time, I believe the defendant may commit more crimes if 
given the chance. We must remove all likelihood of it happening again, and 
furthermore, we must prevent all possibility of the defendant harming 
innocent lives in the process. That is why I must recommend you sentence 


them with a—” 

“Barrie, you’ve got to stop!” Brooks shouted. 

“DEFENSE DEPUTY, CONTROL YOURSELF!” Oldragaid ordered. 

“I know you think you’re doing the right thing, but you’re not!” 

“GUARDS! RESTRAIN AND SILENCE HIM IMMEDIATELY!” 

“Oldragaid is hiding the defendant from you on purpose! Dont 
recommend a maximum punishment! Trust me, you’re going to regret it for 
the rest of your life!” 

Brystal could hear Brooks fighting off the guards as he tried to convince 
their brother. He grunted and choked as they pinned him down and stuffed a 
cloth into his mouth. 

“God, you’re pathetic,” Barrie told his brother. “Your desire to sabotage 
me is so great you’re willing to make a complete fool of yourself in court! 
But I’m not as daft as you think and I won’t let you jeopardize my career! 
Father said I needed to show strength if I wanted the court to take me 
seriously, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do! Your Honor, the 
prosecution recommends the maximum penalty!” 

After hearing her brother’s recommendation, Brystal lost all feeling and 
collapsed on the floor of the cage like a marionette with severed strings. 
Brooks screamed at the top of his lungs, but the cloth muffled his words. 

“Then without further notice, I hereby sentence the defendant to death,” 
Justice Oldragaid ruled. “The execution shall take place immediately. 
Guards, please remove the defendant from the cage and position her for the 
executioner. But first, please restrain the Prosecution Deputy—this may be 
unpleasant for him to watch.” 

The guards seized Barrie and tied his hands behind his back. He tried to 
resist them, but they were too strong. 

“What’s the meaning of this?” he asked. “Why am I being restrained? 
Unhand me at once! I’ve done nothing wrong!” 

The sheet was removed from the cage, and with one glance at the blue 
eyes peeking out from inside, Barrie realized who the defendant was. 

“Brystal?” he said in shock. “But—but—but what are you doing in 
there? You’re supposed to be volunteering at the Home for the Hopeless!” 

The executioner placed a thick wooden block on the floor below the 
Justice’s platform. The guards dragged Brystal out from the cage and 
positioned her head on the block. As the executioner hovered over her, the 


reality of what Barrie had just done began to sink in. He became manic and 
struggled against the restraints with all his might. 

“Noooooo!” he screamed. “I didn’t know what I was doing! I didn’t 
know it was her!” 

Justice Oldragaid smiled and cackled at the trauma he was causing the 
Evergreen family. The executioner raised his axe above Brystal’s neck and 
practiced swinging it. From the floor, Brystal could see both her brothers 
frantically trying to fight off the guards holding them back. In that moment, 
she was almost grateful for Oldragaid’s vengeful tactics—if she was going 
to die, at least this way she would die looking at the people she loved. 

“Brystal, I’m sorry!” Barrie sobbed. “Forgive me! Forgive meeeeee!!” 

“It’s going to be all right, Barrie...,” she whispered. “This isn’t your 
fault.... This isn’t your fault.... This isn’t your fault....” 

WHAM! The double doors suddenly swung open, causing everyone to 
jump and turn to the back of the courtroom. Justice Evergreen stormed 
inside with the rage of a hundred men. 

“OLDRAGAID, STOP THIS BLASPHEMY AT ONCE!” he demanded. 

“How dare you interrupt a trial in progress, Evergreen!” Oldragaid 
shouted. “Leave the courtroom this instant or PI have you removed!” 

“THIS ISN’T A TRIAL, IT’S AN ATROCITY!” Justice Evergreen 
declared. 

The executioner glanced back and forth at the sparring Justices, 
uncertain of who to take orders from. 

“Carry on, man!” Oldragaid yelled. “This is my courtroom! Justice 
Evergreen has no authority here!” 

“As a matter of fact, I do!” Justice Evergreen said, and raised a scroll of 
parchment high into the air. “I have just returned from High Justice 
Mounteclair’s home in the Western Countryside. He has granted me the 
power to commandeer this trial and overrule your sentencing!” 

The Justice unrolled the scroll so everyone in the courtroom could see it. 
The document was an official order from High Justice Mounteclair, and his 
large signature was featured at the bottom. 

“This is outrageous!” Oldragaid exclaimed. “Your daughter is a witch, 
Evergreen! She must be punished for her crimes!” 

“And punishment she shall receive, but it won’t be from you,” Justice 
Evergreen said. “Mounteclair has sentenced her to live at a facility in the 


Northeast Plains of the Southern Kingdom until further notice. The facility, 
as I’m told, specializes in treating young women with my daughter’s 
condition. There is a carriage outside, waiting to transport her as we speak. 
In the meantime, the High Justice has ordered you to erase any mention of 
this trial from all records in court.” 

Justice Oldragaid went silent as he contemplated his next move. When 
he realized how limited his options were, Oldragaid became furious and 
banged his gavel until it broke into two pieces. 

“Well, it appears Justice Evergreen has used his connections to 
manipulate the law,” he told the room. “At the moment, I have no other 
choice but to follow the High Justice’s orders. Guards, please take the 
Evergreen witch to the carriage outside.” 

Before she had the chance to say good-bye to her brothers, the guards 
raised Brystal off the executioner’s block and began dragging her out of the 
courtroom. 

“But, Father, where am I going?” she cried. “What facility are they 
taking me to? Father!” 

Despite her desperate pleas, Justice Evergreen refused to answer his 
daughter’s questions. He didn’t even look her in the eye as the guards 
pulled her past him. 

“Don’t you dare address me as Father,” he said. “You’re no daughter of 
mine.” 





CHAPTER SIx 
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‘THe BOOTSTRAP CORRECTIONAL FACILITY FOR 
TROUBLED Young WOMEN 


By sunrise, Brystal was already so far from Chariot Hills she couldn’t 


hear the morning cathedral bells. She was shackled in the back of a small 
carriage that traveled down a long and bumpy road through the Northeast 
Plains of the Southern Kingdom. True to its name, there was absolutely 
nothing to see in the plains but the same flat earth that stretched for miles 
around them. With every passing hour the grassy land became drier and 
drier and the sky became grayer and grayer, until land and sky blended into 
one dismal color. 

The driver stopped only rarely to feed the horses, and occasionally the 
guards let Brystal out of the carriage to relieve herself on the side of the 
road. The only food they gave her was a piece of stale bread, and Brystal 
was afraid to eat it because she didn’t know how long she was supposed to 
ration it. The drivers said nothing about an estimated time of arrival, so as 
their second day of travel began, she started worrying their destination 
didn’t exist. She convinced herself that the carriage would eventually pull 
over and the drivers would abandon her in the middle of nowhere—perhaps 
that was what her Father and the High Justice’s plan had been all along. 

In the late afternoon of their second day, Brystal finally spotted 
something in the distance that suggested there was civilization nearby. As 
the carriage moved closer to the object, she saw it was a wooden sign that 
pointed down a new path: 


THE BOOTSTRAP CORRECTIONAL FACILITY FOR 
TROUBLED YOUNG WOMEN 


The carriage turned onto a dirt road, heading in the direction the sign 
pointed to. Brystal was relieved to see their destination existed, but as the 
facility appeared on the horizon, she realized being abandoned might have 
been a better option. Brystal had never laid eyes on such a miserable place, 


and just the sight of it sucked all the remaining hope and happiness from 
her body. 

The Bootstrap Correctional Facility for Troubled Young Women sat on 
top of the only hill Brystal had seen in the Northeast Plains. It was a wide 
five-story building made from crumbling bricks. The walls were severely 
weathered and cracked, and all the windows were tiny, covered in bars, and 
the glass was mostly shattered. There were gaping holes in the thatched 
roof, and a crooked chimney in the center made the whole facility look like 
an enormous rotting pumpkin. 

The building was surrounded by a few acres of parched land, and the 
property was bordered by a stone wall with sharp spikes along the top. 
Brystal’s carriage stopped at the facility’s gate and the driver whistled for a 
hunchbacked gatekeeper, who limped out from his small post and removed 
the barriers. 

Once the gate was open, the carriage continued down a path that snaked 
through the facility’s grounds. Everywhere she looked, Brystal saw dozens 
of young women between the ages of about eight and seventeen sprinkled 
across the property. Each girl wore a faded gray-and-black-striped dress, a 
bandanna to keep the hair out of her face, and a pair of oversize work boots. 
All the young women were pale and emaciated and shared the same 
expression of utter exhaustion, as if they hadn’t had a decent meal or a good 
night’s rest in years. It was a haunting sight, and Brystal wondered how 
long it would be until she, like the other girls, resembled a ghost of her 
former self. 

The young women were separated into groups performing various 
chores. Some fed chickens in an overcrowded coop, some milked 
malnourished cows in a small pen, and some pulled wilted vegetables from 
a withering garden. However, Brystal didn’t understand the point of the 
other activities she saw the girls performing. Some dug large holes in the 
ground with shovels, some moved heavy stones back and forth from one 
pile to another, and some carried heavy buckets of water around in circles. 

The girls showed no objections to the pointless exercises and completed 
their tasks almost mechanically. Brystal assumed they were trying to avoid 
attention from the wardens who were patrolling them. The wardens wore 
dark uniforms and kept a hand on the whips dangling from their belts as 
they supervised the young women. 


As if the facility wasn’t grim enough, a peculiar contraption in the 
middle of the property gave Brystal an uneasy feeling in the pit of her 
stomach. It appeared to be a large stone well, but instead of a water bucket 
hanging from its roof, there was a thick wooden board with three holes— 
the perfect sizes to fit around someone’s wrists and neck. Whatever it was, 
Brystal hoped she would avoid the mechanism during her time at the 
facility. 

The carriage stopped at the building’s entrance. The driver and guards 
pulled Brystal out of the back and she shrieked because the air was much 
colder than she’d anticipated. The front doors slowly opened from inside, 
the rusty hinges screeching like an animal in pain, and a man and woman 
stepped outside to greet the newcomers. 

The man was short and shaped like an upside-down pear: he had an 
incredibly wide head, a very thick neck, and a torso that narrowed as it 
lowered into his tiny waist. He was a sharp dresser and wore a red bow tie 
with a blue suit that was perfectly tailored to his awkward measurements. 
His mouth was curled into a devious grin that never faded. The woman 
beside him was shaped like a cucumber: she was almost twice as tall as 
him, and she was the exact same width from head to toe. She looked more 
conservative than the man and wore a black dress with a high lacy collar. A 
permanent frown was frozen on her face, like she had never laughed in her 
entire life. 

“May we help you?” the man asked in a deep, raspy voice. 

“Are you Mr. and Mrs. Edgar? The administrators of this facility?” the 
driver asked. 

“Yes, that’s us,” the woman said in a sharp, nasally voice. 

“By order of the High Justice Mounteclair of Chariot Hills, Miss Brystal 
Lynn Evergreen has been sentenced to live at your facility until further 
notice,” one of the guards informed them. 

He handed the man a scroll with the official order in writing. Mr. Edgar 
read over the document and then eyed Brystal like he had won a prize. 

“My, my,” he said. “Miss Evergreen must have done something very 
naughty for a High Justice to sentence her personally. Of course we would 
be delighted to have her join us.” 

“Then she’s all yours,” the driver said. 

The guards unlocked Brystal’s shackles and shoved her toward the 


administrators. Without missing a beat, the guards and the driver returned to 
the carriage and raced away from the facility. Mr. and Mrs. Edgar looked 
Brystal up and down like two dogs inspecting a steak. 

“Let me be the first to warn you, deary, that this is a house of the Lord,” 
Mrs. Edgar said in a spiteful tone. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll 
leave your debauchery at the door.” 

“You must be tired and hungry from your journey,” Mr. Edgar said in a 
friendly manner that Brystal didn’t trust. “You’re just in luck—it’s nearly 
dinnertime. Come inside and we’ll get you changed into something more 
appropriate.” 

Mr. Edgar placed a hand on the back of Brystal’s neck and the couple 
escorted her inside. The interior of the Bootstrap Correctional Facility was 
just as cold and battered as the outside. The floor was made of rotting 
wooden planks, the ceiling was stained from leaks, and the walls were 
covered in dents and scrapes. The administrators moved Brystal down a 
corridor and through a large archway into a spacious dining hall. 

The dining hall had three long tables that stretched the entire length of 
the room and a small table at the front for faculty members. More young 
women in faded gray-and-black-striped dresses were seated at the long 
tables, hard at work sewing pieces of leather boots together. Just like the 
girls outside, the young women in the dining hall were gaunt and looked 
fatigued. Their fingertips were bruised and bleeding from being forced to 
work with dull needles. Additional wardens paced the hall as they inspected 
the girls’ work, and they backhanded some of the young women who 
weren’t sewing fast enough to their satisfaction. 

At the front of the room, hanging above the smaller table, was an 
enormous banner with a message that made Brystal’s blood boil: 


ects NEVER ASK QUESTIONS. 


% Goop GIRLS FINISH THEIR WORK. 
THEY NEVER TAKE BREAKS. 





Before Brystal could comment on the infuriating message, the 
administrators pushed her up a rickety staircase at the back of the dining 
hall. Mrs. Edgar unlocked a heavy barred door and the couple moved 
Brystal into their office at the top of the stairs. 

Unlike the rest of the facility, the Edgars’ office was very elegant. It had 
carpeted floors and a crystal chandelier, and the walls were painted with 
murals of beautiful landscapes. The office had large windows that peered 
into the dining hall and the facility’s grounds. It was the perfect place to spy 
on the young women as they worked. 

Mr. Edgar took a seat in a leather chair behind a cherrywood desk. Mrs. 


Edgar pulled Brystal behind a privacy screen in a corner of the office and 
had her remove the clothes and shoes she had arrived in. She tossed 
Brystal’s things into a wastebasket and crossed to a bulky wardrobe on the 
other side of the room. The woman opened the drawers and selected a faded 
gray-and-black-striped dress, a bandanna, and a pair of work boots. 

“Here,” she said, and handed the items to Brystal. “Get dressed.” 

Brystal had nothing on but her undergarments and was freezing, so she 
put the new clothes on as fast as she could. Unfortunately, the uniform 
wasn’t nearly as warm as her old clothes and Brystal shivered in the cold 
room. 

“Ma’am? May I please have a sweater?” she asked. 

“Does this look like a boutique?” Mrs. Edgar snapped. “The cold is 
good for you. It makes you seek the warmth of the Lord.” 

She sat Brystal in the chair across from her husband. His devilish grin 
grew as he watched Brystal shiver, and his double chin turned into four. 

“Miss Evergreen, allow me to officially welcome you to the Bootstrap 
Correctional Facility for Troubled Young Women,” Mr. Edgar said. “Do 
you know why the High Justice has placed you under our care?” 

“They say you’re supposed to cure me,” Brystal said. 

“Indeed,” he said. “You see, there’s something inside of you that 
shouldn’t be there. What may seem like a talent or a gift is actually an 
illness that must be remedied immediately. My wife and I created this 
facility so we could help girls with your condition. With some hard work 
and prayer, we’ll root out all the unnatural qualities you possess, and 
nothing will prevent you from becoming a respectable wife and mother one 
day.” 

“I don’t understand how manual labor and prayer cures anyone,” she 
said. 

Mr. Edgar let out a low, rattling laugh and shook his head. 

“Our methods may seem tedious and grueling, but they are the most 
effective tools for treatment,” he explained. “You are infected with a 
horrible disease—it’s a sickness of the spirit that the Lord himself opposes 
—and it’s going to take time and effort to destroy it. However, with 
dedication and discipline, we can crush the very source of your symptoms. 
Our facility will starve the evil from your soul, pump the darkness out of 
your heart, and drain the wickedness from your mind.” 


Brystal knew it was in her best interest to just stay silent and nod, but 
every word out of Mr. Edgar’s mouth infuriated her more than the last. 

“Mr. Edgar, you agree the Lord is all-knowing, all-powerful, and the 
sole creator of all existence, correct?” she asked. 

“Without question,” Mr. Edgar replied. 

“Then why would the Lord create magic if he hates it so much?” she 
asked. “It’s a little counterproductive, don’t you think?” 

Mr. Edgar went quiet and it took him a few moments to answer her. 

“To test the loyalty of your soul, of course,” he declared. “The Lord 
wants to separate the people who seek salvation from the people who 
surrender to sin. By willingly making sacrifices to overcome your 
condition, you are proving your devotion to the Lord, and to his beloved 
Southern Kingdom.” 

“But if the Lord wants to identify those who willingly overcome magic, 
aren’t you interfering by forcing young girls to overcome it?” 

Her second question was even more befuddling than the first. Mr. Edgar 
became flustered and his cheeks turned the same color as his bow tie. His 
eyes darted between Brystal and his wife as he composed a response. 

“Of course not!” he said. “Magic is an unholy manipulation of nature! 
And no one should manipulate the Lord’s beautiful world but the Lord 
himself! He smiles upon the people who try to stop such abominations!” 

“But you’re trying to manipulate me—isn’t that also an abomination?” 
Brystal asked. 

Mr. and Mrs. Edgar gasped—they had never been accused of such a 
thing. Brystal knew she should stop while she was ahead, but she couldn’t 
stomach any more hypocrisy. She was going to speak her mind whether the 
administrators liked it or not. 

“How dare you!” Mr. Edgar exclaimed. “My wife and I have devoted 
our lives to the Lord’s work!” 

“But what if you’re wrong about the Lord?” she argued. “What if the 
Lord is much kinder and loving than you’re giving Him credit for? What if 
the Lord invented magic so people could help each other and enrich their 
own lives? What if the Lord thinks you’re the unholy ones for abusing 
people and making them believe their existence is a—” 

WHACK! Mrs. Edgar slapped Brystal so hard her whole head jerked in a 
different direction. 


“You disrespectful little beast,” Mrs. Edgar said. “You will bite your 
tongue or I will have it removed! Is that understood?” 

Brystal nodded as blood dripped from the corner of her mouth. Mr. 
Edgar leaned back in his chair and stared at Brystal like she was a wild 
animal he was excited to tame. 

“You have a long road ahead of you, Miss Evergreen,” he said. “I’m 
looking forward to watching your progress.” 

A loud gong sounded through the facility. 

“Ah, time for dinner,” Mr. Edgar said. “You may join the other girls in 
the dining hall. Try to get some rest tonight—tomorrow is going to be a 
very, very long day for you.” 

Mrs. Edgar raised Brystal onto her feet, walked her to the door, and gave 
her a shove on her way down the rickety staircase. 

At the announcement of dinner, the young women sewing boots in the 
dining hall put away their work. The girls filed in from outside and joined 
the others at the tables. Brystal didn’t know where to sit so she took the first 
empty seat she could find. None of the girls noticed the newcomer in their 
presence; in fact, none of the girls said a word or shifted their focus from 
whatever was directly ahead of them. Despite Brystal’s attempts to 
introduce herself, the young women remained silent and still as statues. 

Mr. and Mrs. Edgar sat in throne-like chairs at the faculty table and were 
joined by the wardens and the hunchbacked gatekeeper. Once they were 
seated, a group of young women with aprons over their gray-and-black- 
striped dresses entered from the kitchen and served the faculty members 
roasted chicken, mashed potatoes, and baked vegetables. The delicious 
aroma reminded Brystal of how hungry she was and her stomach growled 
like a neglected pet. 

After the faculty’s plates were full, the young women were sent table by 
table to line up at a serving cart for their own supper. Brystal was handed a 
crusty bowl of a chunky brown stew that bubbled and smelled like skunk. It 
took every ounce of willpower not to gag at the revolting food. She 
followed the line back to her table, where the young women stood at their 
seats until all the girls in the hall were served. 

While they waited, Brystal’s eyes fell on a girl a few seats down from 
her. She was the smallest girl in the dining hall and couldn’t have been 
older than six or seven years old. She had big brown eyes, a tiny button 


nose, and a very short choppy haircut. Unlike the others, the little girl 
sensed Brystal’s gaze and turned to her. At first, Brystal was taken aback by 
the acknowledgment and didn’t know what to do. 

“Hello,” she whispered with a smile. “What’s your name?” 

The little girl didn’t respond and just stared at Brystal with blank eyes, 
as if her body was deprived of a soul. 

“My name is Brystal,” Brystal said. “Today’s my first day. How long 
have you—” 

Their one-sided conversation was interrupted when Mr. Edgar pounded 
his fist on the faculty table. All the young women had finally returned to 
their seats and the administrator rose from his chair to address the room. 

“Tt’s time for the evening prayer,” he instructed. “Begin!” 

Brystal didn’t know the young women could speak, but to her surprise, 
they followed Mr. Edgar’s command and recited a prayer in perfect unison: 


“To our Lord in heaven, we send our daily thanks for the meal 
we’re about to receive. May it nourish our bodies, so we may 
continue the work of our hands and the work of our hearts. 
May you bless us with the wisdom to recognize our faults, the 
strength to fix what’s broken inside us, and the guidance to 
stray from our unnatural temptations. In the name of the 
Southern Kingdom, we pray. Amen.” 


When the prayer was finished, the girls took their seats and devoured the 
brown stew like they had never eaten before. Brystal couldn’t remember the 
last time she was so hungry, but she couldn’t even touch the food; the daily 
blessing had made her too angry to eat. Even in her worst nightmares, she 
had never imagined a place as terrible as this, and as far as she knew, she 
would be stuck there for a very, very long time. 
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Brystal’s room at the Bootstrap Correctional Facility was the size of a 
closet, but that was the least of her worries. Shortly after dinner, two 
wardens escorted her to the small chamber on the fifth floor and locked her 
behind its sliding barred door. As the temperature dropped overnight, 


Brystal had nothing but a thin and raggedy blanket to keep warm. She had 
never been so cold in her entire life and shivered so hard her cot was 
practically vibrating. Her jaw rattled with such intensity her teeth sounded 
like a horse’s hooves against pavement. 

Around midnight, Brystal was distracted from the cold by the strange 
sensation of being watched. When she looked up, she was startled to see the 
little girl with short choppy hair standing behind the bars of her door. The 
girl stared at her just as blankly as she had at dinner and carried a folded 
wool blanket. 

“Um... hello,” Brystal said, wondering how long the little girl had been 
standing there. “Can I help you?” 

“Pip,” she said. 

Brystal was confused and sat up to get a better look at the odd little girl. 

“Excuse me?” she asked. 

“It’s Pip,” the little girl repeated. 

“Pm sorry, I don’t understand what you’re saying,” Brystal apologized. 
“Does that mean something in another language?” 

“At dinner you asked me what my name was,” the little girl said. “It’s 
Pip.” 

“Oh, that’s right,” Brystal recalled. “Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, 
Pip. Is there a reason you’re giving me your name so late?” 

Pip shrugged. “Not really,” she said. “I just finally remembered it.” 

The little girl’s distant gaze never changed, but there was an innocence 
about her that Brystal found charming. 

“Do you have a last name, Pip?” 

The little girl looked at the floor and her shoulders sank. Remembering 
her first name was such a challenge she hadn’t prepared for any more 
questions. 

“Wait, I do,” she said. “It’s Squeak—Pip Squeak.” 

“Pip Squeak?” Brystal was surprised to hear. “Is that your real name?” 

“It’s the only name I remember being called,” Pip said with a shrug. 
“Then again, I don’t have many memories from before I lived here.” 

“How long have you been here?” Brystal asked. 

“About six years, I think.” 

“You’ve been here that long?” 

“T was just a toddler when I arrived,” Pip said. “My parents brought me 


here as soon as they realized I was different. I started showing signs pretty 
early.” 

“You mean signs of magic?” Brystal asked. “You were doing magic 
when you were just a toddler?” 

“Mhmmm,” Pip said. “Still can, too. Want me to show you?” 

“Please,” Brystal said without hesitating. 

The little girl looked up and down the hallway to make sure they were 
alone. When she’d seen the coast was clear, Pip stretched out her neck and 
limbs, and then pressed her head against the barred door. Brystal watched in 
amazement as, slowly but surely, the little girl squeezed through the bars 
like her body was made of clay. Once she was on the other side, Pip’s body 
snapped back to its original shape. 

“That’s unbelievable!” Brystal exclaimed, forgetting to keep her voice 
down. “You’ve been doing that since you were a baby?” 

“T used to squeeze through the railing of my crib.” 

Brystal laughed. “I guess that explains how you got out of your room 
tonight.” 

“I sneak out all the time,” Pip said. “Oh, that reminds me, I came to 
bring you this. I could hear you shivering from my room, so I snuck into the 
Edgars’ linen closet to get you an extra blanket.” 

She wrapped the blanket around Brystal’s shoulders. Brystal was 
extremely touched by Pip’s gesture—but she was also extremely cold and 
had no trouble accepting it. 

“That was so kind of you,” she said. “Are you sure you don’t need it?” 

“No, I’m used to the cold,” Pip said. “Although it’s been getting a lot 
colder lately. It usually starts warming up this time of year, but I overheard 
Mr. Edgar saying there’s a really bad blizzard in the Northern Kingdom. 
We’re not too far from the border, so let’s hope the storm doesn’t get any 
closer.” 

“Yes, let’s hope,” Brystal said. “I don’t think I could manage anything 
colder than this. It rarely snows in Chariot Hills.” 

“What’s Chariot Hills?” Pip asked. 

Brystal was shocked she had never heard of the city before, but then 
reminded herself that Pip didn’t even know her own real name. 

“Tt’s the city where I’m from,” she explained. 

“Oh,” Pip said. “I’m sorry, I don’t get out much—well, never, actually. 


What’s Chariot Hills like?” 

“It’s big and busy.” Brystal described it: “There’s a town square with a 
courthouse, a cathedral, and a law university. It’s also the capital of the 
Southern Kingdom and where the king lives with the royal family.” 

“You’re from the same place as the royal family?” Pip asked. “How did 
a girl like you end up here?” 

“Same as you. I got caught doing magic,” Brystal said. “I didn’t even 
know I was capable of magic until a week ago. I found a book called The 
Truth About Magic in the library I worked at. There was an ancient 
incantation in the book to test whether someone has magic in their blood. I 
was stupid enough to read it aloud, and now here I am.” 

“What happened when you read it?” 

“The first time, I covered a room in flowers. The second time, I filled 
the room with thousands of lights and made it look like the universe.” 

Pip’s large eyes grew even larger. “That’s amazing!” she said. “I’ve 
never met someone who could do anything like that before. Most of the 
girls here just have little tricks like mine. A girl down the hall from my 
room can grow her hair at will, a girl on the second floor can stand on water 
without sinking, and I’ve seen one girl talk to the cows outside—but that 
might not be magic, she might just be weird. You must be really powerful if 
you covered a whole room in flowers and lights!” 

Brystal had never thought about it before. “You think so?” she asked. 
“Pve never had anything to compare it to. Your magic is the only magic 
I’ve seen besides my own. I’m glad Mr. and Mrs. Edgar haven’t drained it 
out of you yet.” 

“Don’t worry, their treatments don’t actually cure magic,” Pip said. 
“This facility is just a front for the Edgars’ family business. It was a regular 
boot factory before Mr. Edgar inherited it—hence the name Bootstrap. The 
only reason he and his wife turned it into a correctional facility was to get 
free labor out of young girls. At least, that’s what I heard the gatekeeper say 
—he’s also an aspiring poet, but that’s a different story. It’s funny how 
much you learn when no one thinks you’re listening.” 

“The Edgars are such terrible people!” Brystal said. “And they have the 
nerve to say we’re the sinful ones!” 

Suddenly, both girls jumped at the sound of footsteps echoing from a 
few floors below. 


“Who is that?” Brystal asked. 

“The wardens are making their nightly rounds,” Pip said. “I should get 
back to my room before they reach our floor.” 

“Wait, don’t forget this.” Brystal removed the blanket from her 
shoulders and tried to hand it back, but Pip wouldn’t take it. 

“You can keep it for the night,” she said. “But I’ll have to collect it early 
in the morning and return it to the closet before Mrs. Edgar wakes up. She 
caught me sneaking out of my room last week and chopped off all my hair 
as punishment—f it happens again they’ I put me in the dunker for sure.” 

“What’s the dunker?” Brystal asked. 

“When girls misbehave—I mean really misbehave—they’re strapped to 
the well outside and dunked in the cold water until Mr. Edgar thinks they’ve 
learned their lesson. Sometimes it takes hours!” 

Brystal couldn’t believe her ears. “This place gets more dreadful by the 
minute!” she said. “How have you survived it for so long?” 

“T guess it could be worse,” Pip said. 

“How?” 

“Oh, I don’t actually know how it could be worse,” she said. “I haven’t 
been many places to compare it to—well, none, actually.” 

“It’s certainly the worst place I’ve ever been to,” Brystal said. “But I’m 
grateful I met someone as kind as you. Let’s break out of here one day and 
move someplace warm where we can see the ocean. What do you say?” 

Brystal knew the thought intrigued Pip because the comers of her mouth 
began to twitch and slowly curved into a smile—possibly the first smile she 
had ever had. 

“Tt’s a nice thought to fall asleep to,” she said. “Good night, Brystal.” 

Pip squeezed through the bars and quietly snuck back to her room before 
the wardens reached the fifth floor. Brystal lay back down on her cot and 
tried her best to sleep. She was still cold even with a second blanket, but she 
shivered a lot less thanks to the warmth of her new friend. 
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Brystal thought working at the library was strenuous, but it was nothing 
compared to her first days at the Bootstrap Correctional Facility. Every 


morning at dawn, the wardens unlocked the young women from their 
rooms, rushed them through a grotesque breakfast in the dining hall, and 
then forced them to complete chores until dinner. The tasks were brutal on 
Brystal’s body, and with every passing hour, she didn’t know how she 
would get through the next—but she didn’t have a choice. By the end of her 
first week, her faded gray-and-black-striped dress was much looser than it 
had been the day she first put it on. 

The most challenging part of all was keeping the frustration from 
surfacing on her face; otherwise she would meet the wrath of the wardens. 
Occasionally, Brystal would get the eerie sense that she was being watched 
by more than just the wardens. She’d look up and see Mr. Edgar glaring 
down at her from his office, delighted to see how much she was struggling. 

By the end of each day, Brystal’s body ached so much she didn’t even 
notice the freezing temperature. Pip was kind enough to sneak her a blanket 
each night after the Edgars went to bed and then she promptly returned the 
blanket the next morning before they woke. Brystal hated that Pip was 
risking getting caught for her sake, but their nightly visits were all she had 
to look forward to. Their daydreams about escaping the facility and moving 
to the coast were the only thing that kept her going—she didn’t know how 
she would survive without them. 
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One night, Pip didn’t show up and Brystal became concerned. Her friend 
had spent the day digging holes in the yard, so Brystal hoped she was just 
too tired to sneak out of her room. The following morning, while she waited 
for breakfast to be served, Brystal’s concerns skyrocketed because she 
didn’t see Pip anywhere in the dining hall. She strained her neck trying to 
spot her friend’s choppy hair among the bandannas, but Pip was gone. 

Just then, Mr. and Mrs. Edgar emerged from their office, slamming the 
heavy door behind them. They marched down the rickety steps in a huff, 
causing the staircase to sway beneath them, and then proceeded to the front 
of the hall. 

“Breakfast has been canceled this morning,” Mr. Edgar announced. 

Brystal sighed and slumped in her seat—she had become dependent on 


the nauseating meals—but she was the only girl at her table who was 
affected by the news. The others remained as motionless and expressionless 
as always. 

“Something very troubling occurred late last night,” Mr. Edgar went on. 
“While my wife and I slept, the wardens caught a young lady stealing our 
private property. As you know, thievery is an unforgivable sin in the eyes of 
the Lord, and it will not be tolerated under this roof! We must make an 
example out of this thief so the Lord does not think we’ve deserted Him! 
Bring her in!” 

At his signal, Brystal watched in horror as the wardens pushed Pip into 
the dining hall. Her hands were tied behind her back and her large eyes 
were more distant than normal, like her mind had abandoned her body out 
of fear. The wardens moved her to the front of the room beside Mr. Edgar, 
and the administrator walked in circles around Pip as he questioned the 
small girl. 

“Tell the other girls what you did,” he ordered. 

“I... I... I took a blanket from the linen closet,” Pip confessed. 

“And why would you do such a wicked thing?” Mr. Edgar asked. 

“I... I... I was cold,” she said. 

Pip looked up and her eyes immediately found Brystal in the crowd. 
Watching her friend lie on her behalf made Brystal sick to her stomach— 
she had to do something to save Pip, but she didn’t know how to help her. 

“And what do we say about the cold?” Mr. Edgar asked. 

“You... you... you say the cold is good for us,” Pip recited. “It makes us 
seek the warmth of the Lord.” 

“Precisely,” Mr. Edgar said. “But you weren’t interested in the warmth 
of the Lord last night. All you cared about was yourself, so you abandoned 
the Lord and resorted to sin to satisfy your physical desires. And what do 
we do with sinners at this facility?” 

“We... we... we cleanse them,” Pip said. 

“Exactly,” he replied, and turned to the rest of the room. “To ensure 
none of you follows in her footsteps, you will join us outside and watch the 
thief be punished for her shameful actions! Take her to the dunker!” 

The name of the horrible device sparked a wave of fear through the 
young women in the dining hall—it was the only reaction Brystal had seen 
the girls have since she had arrived. Their mouths dropped open and they 


looked to one another with wide, frightful eyes. The wardens grabbed Pip 
by the arms and headed out of the hall, but Brystal jumped in front of them 
and blocked their path. 

“Wait!” she screamed. “This is my fault! Pip did nothing wrong!” 

“Stand aside, you reckless little worm!” Mrs. Edgar yelled. “This girl 
was caught red-handed while you were in your room!” 

“No, it was me!” Brystal declared. “I put her under a spell! I bewitched 
her into stealing the blanket! Punish me and let her go!” 

“Liar!” Mr. Edgar shouted. “No one in this facility has that kind of 
power! Now stand aside or you’ ||—” 

“I can prove it!” Brystal yelled. “Elsune elknoon ahkelle-enama, 
delmune dalmoon ahktelle-awknamon! ” 

The ancient incantation echoed through the dining hall. For a few tense 
moments, the administrators looked around in terror, but nothing appeared. 
Brystal wondered if she had mispronounced the text, because the spell was 
taking longer than it had in the library. Mr. and Mrs. Edgar began to laugh 
at her attempt to sidetrack them. 

“You foolish, girl!” Mr. Edgar sneered. “We will deal with you later! 
Now, wardens, take the little one outside and strap her to the—” 

Suddenly, Mr. Edgar was distracted by screeching. The noise grew 
louder and louder, like the thunder of an approaching storm. To everyone’s 
astonishment, a flock of colorful birds burst through the windows and 
soared into the dining hall, causing the room to erupt in panic. The birds 
circled Brystal like a tornado and then lunged at the faculty members, 
knocking the wardens and the administrators off their feet. 

Next, the flock flew to the front of the room and attacked the banner 
hanging above the faculty table, ripping it apart with their claws and beaks. 
By the time they finished, the banner was almost completely shredded and 
only five words of the oppressive message remained: 





Once they had finished with the banner, the birds flew out the windows, 
vanishing as quickly as they had appeared. The dining hall froze for an 
entire minute of uninterrupted shock. Finally the silence was broken when 
Mr. Edgar let out a mortified scream and pointed to Brystal. 

“TAKE THAT HEATHEN TO THE DUNKER!” he commanded. 

Before she could fully comprehend what was happening, the wardens 
seized Brystal and dragged her outside. The entire facility followed them to 
the dunker and gathered around it. The wardens fastened the contraption’s 
wooden board around Brystal’s neck and wrists, then hoisted her above the 
deep well, her feet dangling over the icy water. The suspension was 


incredibly painful and Brystal could barely breathe. 

“Drop her in on my signal!” Mr. Edgar ordered. “One... two... 

Brystal braced herself to meet the freezing water below, but oddly, Mr. 
Edgar never gave the wardens his signal. For a second, Brystal thought the 
flock of birds had returned, because Mr. and Mrs. Edgar went stiff and 
stared into the horizon in bewilderment. Soon the property was filled with 
the sounds of galloping hooves, and all the spectators around the well 
turned to see what the Edgars were gawking at. 

On the outer road, a golden carriage raced toward the facility at an 
unprecedented speed. It was pulled by four large horses with long magenta 
manes, but there was no driver steering the magnificent steeds. As the 
carriage approached, Brystal realized the creatures weren’t horses at all, but 
unicorns with silver horns. 

The carriage reached the facility and the gate unlocked and swung open 
on its own without the help of the gatekeeper. The unicorns slowed down as 
they trotted through the property and came to a stop directly in front of the 
dunker. The carriage door opened and its sole passenger stepped out. She 
was a beautiful woman with dark hair and bright eyes, and she wore a 
vibrant purple gown, a stylish fascinator, and one glove, on her left arm. 
The woman observed the facility with a judgmental gaze. 

“So this is where gloom comes from,” she said. 

No one said a word to the woman. All the faculty members and young 
women remained very still, staring at the unicorns in disbelief, like they 
were all experiencing the same hallucination. 

“Well, you’re a talkative bunch,” the woman said. “Then again, there 
isn’t much to talk about around these parts, is there? Am I right to assume 
this is the Bootstrap Correctional Facility?” 

“And who might you be?” Mr. Edgar exclaimed. 

“Oh, forgive my manners,” the woman said with a cheerful smile. “I’m 
Madame Weatherberry. I’m looking for Brystal Evergreen.” 


33 





CHAPTER SEVEN 


I 


PERMISSION 


Perhaps I wasn’t clear,” Madame Weatherberry said to the crowd of 


bewildered faces. “I’m looking for a young woman named Brystal 
Evergreen. Would one of you be kind enough to point her out?” 

Without saying a word, the Edgars, the wardens, and all the young 
women from the facility turned in Brystal’s direction. Madame 
Weatherberry hadn’t noticed her dangling above the well until now, and she 
gasped. 

“Ts that Miss Evergreen hanging up there?” she asked in disbelief. “What 
on earth are you doing to her? Bring her down this instant!” 

“We do not take orders from outsiders,” Mr. Edgar shouted. 

The woman raised an eyebrow at the administrator. “Very well,” she 
said. “Ill do it myself.” 

Madame Weatherberry clapped her hands, and suddenly, Brystal’s wrists 
and neck were released from the dunker’s wooden board. But instead of 
dropping into the freezing water below, Brystal’s body floated out of the 
well and descended gently to the ground. Mr. and Mrs. Edgar shrieked at 
Madame Weatherberry’s magic. 

“You demon girl!” Mrs. Edgar yelled at Brystal. “First you conjure a 
flock of wicked birds and now you’ve summoned a witch! You’ve plagued 
this facility with sin!” 

“Excuse me, but I’m not a witch,” Madame Weatherberry corrected her. 
“And I don’t mean to be rude, but it looks like this place has been plagued 
with worse things than sin. A fresh coat of paint would do wonders—wait a 
moment. Did you just say Miss Evergreen conjured a flock of birds?” 

The woman was clearly impressed and turned to Brystal with a wide 
grin. Brystal didn’t respond—she was still trying to process all the events 
from before Madame Weatherberry had arrived. Although she could see and 
hear the woman, Brystal wasn’t present enough to accept that Madame 
Weatherberry, the unicorns, and the golden carriage were actually in front of 
her. 

“You listen to me, Madame!” Mr. Edgar barked. “I don’t care who or 
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what you are; we do not accept your kind here! Leave this facility at once 

“I think that’s a splendid idea,” Madame Weatherberry said. “But Miss 
Evergreen will be coming with me.” 

No one was more shocked to hear this than Brystal herself. She couldn’t 
imagine what Madame Weatherberry wanted with her, but it was just one of 
many things that were confusing her in the moment. But before she could 
ask any questions, Mr. and Mrs. Edgar stepped in front of Brystal and 
blocked her from going anywhere near the woman. 

“You will do no such thing!” Mr. Edgar roared. “This girl has been 
sentenced to the Bootstrap Correctional Facility by High Justice 
Mounteclair of Chariot Hills! She will remain in our care until the High 
Justice notifies us otherwise!” 

Madame Weatherberry seemed amused by his theatrical protest. She 
raised an open hand and a golden scroll with a silver ribbon appeared out of 
thin air. Madame Weatherberry unrolled the document and presented it to 
the administrators. The Edgars’ eyes grew large at the sight of King 
Champion XIV’s curvy signature and official royal seal at the bottom of the 
scroll. 

“T’ve been given the king’s permission to collect Miss Evergreen, and as 
any law-abiding citizen knows, His Majesty’s wishes outrank the High 
Justice,” she said. “But if you have any objections you would like to share 
with the king, please, be my guest.” 

Mr. and Mrs. Edgar exchanged nervous glances and then took a defeated 
step aside—even they weren’t self-righteous enough to challenge the king. 
Brystal didn’t think she could be more puzzled than she already was, but 
learning that King Champion was somehow involved made her dizzy. 
Madame Weatherberry sensed her perplexity and knelt in front of Brystal to 
look her in the eye. 

“Are you all right, my dear?” she asked. 

“Sorry,” Brystal said. “I’m a bit fuzzy.” 

“Pm sure this is quite a shock for you,” the woman said. “If I were in 
your shoes, I’d be terrified of a strange lady with unicorns, but you have 
absolutely nothing to fear. I’ve come to take you away for a wonderful 
opportunity, and I promise you’ll be perfectly safe with me.” 

Madame Weatherberry removed a handkerchief from the pocket of her 
gown and wiped the dirt off Brystal’s face. There was something so warm 


and comforting about the woman; she practically glowed with kindness. 
Even in her confused state, Brystal knew she could trust her. 

“Now, Miss Evergreen, would you like to gather your things and join me 
in the carriage?” 

“I... I... I don’t have any things,” Brystal said. 

“Oh?” Madame Weatherberry said. “Well, there’s nothing wrong with 
being a minimalist. The unicorns appreciate light travelers.” 

“But where are we going?” Brystal asked. 

Instead of answering her, Madame Weatherberry eyed Mr. and Mrs. 
Edgar, who were shamelessly eavesdropping on her and Brystal’s 
conversation. 

“Pm afraid I can’t discuss that here,” she said. “But I’ll answer all your 
questions and explain everything on the way. Now, shall we?” 

“Can I bring my friend, Pip?” Brystal asked. “She’s small and won’t 
take up much room.” 

“Pm sorry, sweetheart, but the king has only given me permission to 
collect one girl,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Your friend will have to stay 
here with the others.” 

Brystal shook her head and slowly backed away from the woman. Being 
whisked away from the facility was a dream come true, but she would never 
forgive herself if she left Pip behind. 

“T can’t do it,” she said. “I’m sorry, but I can’t leave her here.” 

Madame Weatherberry caressed Brystal’s cheek. “My dear, I wish you 
didn’t have to,” she said. “I’m not going to force you to come with me, but I 
believe you’re going to be very happy where we’re headed. Please 
reconsider.” 

“T want to,” Brystal said. “I just couldn’t live with myself if I left her—” 

“Brystal, are you nuts?” 

Brystal turned to the crowd of young women behind her and saw Pip 
pushing her way to the front. 

“What are you waiting for?” her friend said. “Get out of here while you 
can!” 

“No, Pip,” Brystal said. “I can’t leave you alone in this place!” 

“But I’m used to being alone in this place,” Pip said. “This facility has 
been my home since I was a toddler, remember? And technically, I’ve been 
getting into more trouble with you around, so maybe you’ll be doing me a 


favor by leaving.” 

“T don’t even know where I’m going,” Brystal said. “What if I never see 
you again?” 

“Then at least one of us got out of here,” she said. “And if you waste 
your only chance on me, Pll never speak to you again. So there, now you 
have to go.” 

Pip gave Brystal no choice, but she didn’t make leaving any easier. With 
a heavy heart and tearful eyes, Brystal gave her small friend a hug good- 
bye. 

“We’ve wasted enough time for one day!” Mr. Edgar yelled at the young 
women. “Everyone go inside at once! Get ready for your chores!” 

Like roaches, all the young women scrambled into the facility, and Pip 
slipped away from Brystal’s embrace. 

Madame Weatherberry offered Brystal her hand and escorted her to the 
golden carriage. The inside of the carriage had tufted silk seats and velvet 
curtains—dquite a contrast to the facility’s decor—and as she sat on the seat 
across from Madame Weatherberry, Brystal was reminded of how 
comfortable a cushion was. The carriage’s ceiling was covered in leafy 
vines that grew berries in every color of the rainbow. 

“Are those real?” Brystal asked. 

“Yes,” Madame Weatherberry said. “You must be famished. Please, help 
yourself.” 

Brystal didn’t have to be told twice. She plucked the fruit from the 
ceiling and devoured it whole. It was the most delicious food she had ever 
tasted, and every time she pulled a handful of berries from the vines, a new 
bunch magically appeared in its place. 

The carriage door shut on its own and the unicorns raced down the path 
through the property. By the time Brystal had finished eating, the Bootstrap 
Correctional Facility had already disappeared in the bleak distance behind 
them. 

“Tt was very considerate of you to think of your friend,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. “Not many people would have done that.” 

“She doesn’t deserve to be there,” Brystal said. “None of the girls do.” 

Madame Weatherberry nodded and let out a prolonged sigh. “This may 
be difficult to hear, but the girls at the facility are lucky compared to others 
I’ve seen,” she said. “What the world does to people like you and me is a 


downright tragedy, and humanity’s understanding of magic is one of the 
greatest misconceptions of our time.” 

Brystal did a double take. Madame Weatherberry’s choice of words 
reminded her of something she had read a couple of weeks earlier. 

“Wait a second,” she said. “Are you Celeste Weatherberry? The author 
of The Truth About Magic?” 

Madame Weatherberry was shocked to hear Brystal mention the title of 
her book. 

“Why, yes,” she said in disbelief. “But how did you know that?” 

“The Truth About Magic is the reason I was sent to the Bootstrap 
Correctional Facility,” Brystal explained. “I found a copy in a secret section 
of the library I worked at—it was with all the other books that have been 
banned in the Southern Kingdom.” 

“Well, I can’t imagine a greater compliment for an author than making 
the banned book section.” Madame Weatherberry laughed. “Did you read 
my book?” 

“As much as I could,” Brystal said. “I read all about the history of 
magic, the difference between fairies and witches, and how the world 
mistakes magic for witchcraft. Eventually, I got to the part with the ancient 
incantations and I foolishly read them aloud. The librarian caught me 
conjuring magic and the High Justice sent me to the facility to get cured of 
it.” 

“How absurd!” she said. “Magic isn’t an illness—it can’t be cured. What 
kind of magic did you conjure when you read the text?” 

“Its been different each time,” Brystal explained. “The first time I 
covered a room in flowers, the second time I made thousands of lights 
appear, and this morning, a flock of birds showed up—that’s why I was 
hanging in the well.” 

Madame Weatherberry moved to the edge of her seat. 

“Had you experienced anything magical prior to reading the text in my 
book?” 

“No,” Brystal said with a shrug. “I never even suspected I was capable 
until then. Is that a bad thing?” 

“On the contrary,” she said. “Magic presents itself differently to each of 
us. Some fairies have magical traits and abilities from birth, and some 
develop them later in life. Usually, beginners can only alter the elements 


around them—but a talent for manifestation is rarely found in novices. With 
practice and proper instruction, you could develop your abilities into 
something quite extraordinary.” 

Madame Weatherberry became lost in thought and rubbed her chin as 
she thought of Brystal’s potential. The woman’s curiosity made Brystal 
uneasy—she still had so many questions, and they only seemed to multiply 
in Madame Weatherberry’s presence. 

“Madame Weatherberry, can you please tell me what’s going on?” 
Brystal asked. “Why did the king give you permission to take me out of the 
facility?” 

“Oh, I apologize for leaving you in suspense,” Madame Weatherberry 
said. “As you may have gathered from reading The Truth About Magic, I’m 
on a mission to change the world’s perception of magic. And if everything 
goes according to my plan, we can create a new world that finally accepts 
and respects people like us.” 

“But how?” she asked. “Where do you even begin?” 

Madame Weatherberry’s eyes twinkled with excitement. “With a school 
for magic.” 

“A school?” 

“Right now, I’m calling it Madame Weatherberry’s Academy of Magical 
Comprehension, but it’s still a working title,” she said. “With compassion 
and guidance, I’m going to teach young fairies to harness and develop their 
abilities. Once their training is complete, my students and I will use magic 
to help and heal people around the world. With time, our acts of kindness 
will change people’s opinions, and they’ll realize magic isn’t the vile 
practice they fear. The magical community will be embraced, and all the 
senseless violence and hatred toward us will become a thing of the past.” 

“And you want me to join your academy?” Brystal asked in shock. 

“Of course I do,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Why else would I have 
made the trip to collect you?” 

Brystal tried to make sense of it all, but her day had been so 
overwhelming it was impossible to think clearly. 

“But the facility was filled with girls who have been doing magic their 
entire lives,” she said. “Why choose me?” 

“Because you were the brightest star on my map,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. 


Before Brystal could ask what she meant, Madame Weatherberry moved 
up the armrest of her seat to reveal a secret compartment. She removed a 
large scroll and carefully unrolled it across her lap. As soon as the 
document was opened, the carriage was filled with shimmering light. It was 
a regular map of the world, showing the borders of the four kingdoms and 
the In-Between, but it was sprinkled with hundreds of twinkling stars. 

“What is this?” Brystal asked, wide-eyed. 

“Tt’s a Map of Magic,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Every speck of 
light represents a different fairy or witch who’s living in the world today. 
The brighter the light, the more powerful their magic. King Champion only 
permitted me to recruit two students from the Southern Kingdom, so I’ve 
decided to recruit the brightest students I can find.” 

“And I was one of the brightest lights?” Brystal asked. 

Madame Weatherberry nodded and pointed to the northeast corner of the 
Southern Kingdom on the map. 

“Do you see this cluster of small lights here? Those are the girls at the 
Bootstrap Correctional Facility. But these larger lights, slowly moving 
away from the others, represent you and me.” 

Madame Weatherberry touched the smaller of the two, and as if written 
by an invisible quill, the name Brystal Evergreen appeared beside it. Then 
she tapped the bigger star and the name Celeste Weatherberry appeared 
next. Brystal was awestruck as she looked over the map—she hadn’t known 
so many fairies and witches existed in the world. Now that Madame 
Weatherberry’s point had been made, she rolled up the map and placed it 
back in the compartment under the armrest. 

“Do you have to follow the king’s instructions?” Brystal asked. “Surely 
he wouldn’t notice if you recruited one or two extra students along the 
way.” 

“Unfortunately, it’s best if I do,” Madame Weatherberry said. “I’ve been 
down this road many times before. If we want acceptance in this world, 
then we must be very careful about how we seek acceptance. No one is 
going to respect us if we cut corners or cause problems. I could have 
snapped my fingers and transported all the girls out of the facility, but it 
would only have caused people to resent us more. Hatred is like fire, and no 
one can extinguish fire by giving it fuel.” 

“T wish hatred was fire,” Brystal said. “People like the Edgars and the 


Justices deserve to be burned for how they treat people.” 

“Without question,” Madame Weatherberry said. “However, we cannot 
let vengeance motivate us and distract us from doing what’s right. It may 
seem like justice, but revenge is a double-edged sword—the longer you 
hold it, the deeper you cut yourself.” 

Brystal sighed. “I just feel so bad for those girls at the facility,” she said. 
“Every time I close my eyes I see their faces in my mind. I wish there was a 
way we could help them.” 

“But we are helping them. We may not save your friends today or 
tomorrow, but with patience and diplomacy, we can make a lasting 
difference, so girls like Pip are never sent to places like the Bootstrap 
facility ever again.” 

Brystal understood what Madame Weatherberry was saying, but her plan 
seemed too ambitious to work. The world would require a tremendous 
change of heart to accept magic, and she couldn’t picture the world 
changing that much. 

“Pm sorry, but it feels like an unrealistic goal,” she said. “Pd like to 
imagine a world where fairies can live openly and honestly, where they can 
live happily without fear or persecution, but I can’t.” 

“Every accomplishment in history started as an unrealistic goal,” 
Madame Weatherberry said. “A prosperous future is built by the persistence 
of its past—and we can’t let doubt hold our persistence hostage. What I’m 
suggesting isn’t certain, and it isn’t going to be easy, but we have to at least 
try. Even if we fail, every step we take forward will be a step our successors 
won’t have to take.” 

Although she still felt a bit cynical, Brystal was inspired by Madame 
Weatherberry’s passion. She had never imagined a future for herself that 
involved a school for magic, but in many ways, Madame Weatherberry was 
offering her the purpose and future she had always dreamed about. Whether 
they successfully changed the world or not, a life devoted to helping people 
and developing her magical abilities was infinitely better than living in the 
Bootstrap Correctional Facility. 

“It sounds like an adventure,” she said. “I would love to join your 
academy of magic.” 

“Pm delighted to hear it,’ Madame Weatherberry said. “Delighted and 
relieved—unicorns hate changing direction mid-journey.” 


“Where is your school?” Brystal asked. 

“It sits in the southeast In-Between, between the Southern and Eastern 
Kingdoms,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Don’t let the location worry you; 
the academy is very well protected. I spared no expense to keep it safe. But 
first we’ll have to make a brief stop so I can get your parents’ permission to 
take you.” 

“What?” Brystal exclaimed. “But why do we need their permission?” 

“The king was adamant that I get approval from my pupils’ guardians,” 
she said. “And as I explained, it’s important we follow his wishes.” 

Brystal had suspected Madame Weatherberry’s plan was too good to be 
true—and now she had proof. Just as she had started looking forward to a 
new life at the academy of magic, the rug was pulled out from under her 
and her high hopes came crashing down. 

“We should turn around,” Brystal said. “My father is a very well-known 
Justice in the Southern Kingdom. He had me sent to the Bootstrap 
Correctional Facility as a personal favor, so no one would ever find out I 
was arrested for magic! He’ll never let me attend your school!” 

Madame Weatherberry waved her hand like Brystal’s concern was a 
harmless fly. 

“Don’t worry, dear, I’m very persuasive,” she said. “I managed to get the 
king’s blessing—how hard could a Justice be? We’ll have a nice chat when 
we see him this evening.” 

“This evening?” Brystal asked. “But my family lives in Chariot Hills. 
It’s a two-day journey.” 

Madame Weatherberry was charmed by Brystal’s obliviousness and a 
coy smile grew on her face. 

“Actually, unicorns make better time than average horses,” she said, and 
gestured to the window. “Take a look for yourself.” 

Brystal had been so wrapped up in their conversation she hadn’t taken a 
glimpse out the window since they left, but when she finally did, her mouth 
dropped open. The golden carriage was moving through the Northeast 
Plains at lightning speed. The dismal land zipped past her window so 
quickly it was all a blur. 

“T think I’m going to like magic,” she said. 
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By dusk, the unicorns reached the outskirts of Chariot Hills and slowed to a 
normal pace. They pulled the golden carriage through the busy town square 
and all the pedestrians froze as Brystal and Madame Weatherberry drove 
past them. Brystal saw a cluster of her former classmates among the 
gawking crowd. As she rolled by, the girls went as white as their uniforms 
and their eyes doubled in size. Brystal gave them a friendly wave, but 
quickly realized this was a mistake because it caused one of the girls to 
faint. 

The golden carriage took the path into the eastern countryside and soon 
the Evergreen home appeared in the distance. Although Brystal hadn’t been 
gone very long, it felt like years had passed since she was home. The 
unicorns stopped in front of the house and Madame Weatherberry climbed 
out of the carriage, but Brystal lingered behind. 

“Don’t worry, I’ ll handle this,’ Madame Weatherberry said. “Trust me.” 

She offered Brystal her hand and helped her to the ground. They 
approached the front door and Madame Weatherberry gave it a cheerful 
knock with her gloved left hand. A few moments later, Brystal heard her 
mother’s footsteps in the entryway behind the door. 

“Tm coming! I’m coming!” she grumbled. “What can I do for—” 

As soon as the door opened, Mrs. Evergreen shrieked and covered her 
mouth like she was seeing a ghost. Brystal was taken aback by her mother’s 
appearance, too. She noticed that the circles under Mrs. Evergreen’s eyes 
had grown darker and her bun was pulled even tighter. Clearly, doing all the 
household chores without help had taken a toll on her. 

“Hello, Mother,” Brystal said sheepishly. “Surprise.” 

“Brystal!” her mother cried. “What in the Lord’s blue skies are you 
doing here?” 

“Tt’s a long story,” she said. 

Before Brystal had a chance to explain, Mrs. Evergreen threw her arms 
around her daughter and hugged her so tight she couldn’t breathe. 

“I didn’t think I would ever see you again,” she said with tears in her 
eyes. “Your father said you were caught conjuring magic at the library! I 
didn’t believe it—TI told him there had to be a mistake! My beautiful girl 


couldn’t be capable of such a thing! Then your brothers told me about that 
awful trial! I swear, if I ever see that Justice Oldragaid I will strangle him 
until he’s a normal color! They said the High Justice sent you to a facility in 
the Northeast to be cured. Have they cured you already? Is that why you’ve 
come back?” 

Brystal winced at her mother’s wishful thinking—it wasn’t going to be 
easy for her to hear the truth. Mrs. Evergreen was so pleased to see her 
daughter that she hadn’t noticed Madame Weatherberry or the golden 
carriage until now. 

“Um... who are you?” she asked. 

“Hello, Mrs. Evergreen, my name is Madame Weatherberry,” she said. 
“Forgive me for showing up unannounced. I was given permission by His 
Majesty to remove Brystal from the Bootstrap Correctional Facility for a 
special project I’m developing. May I have a word with you and your 
husband to discuss it?” 

“Oh?” Mrs. Evergreen was surprised to hear this. “My husband only had 
one trial this afternoon, so he should be home momentarily. Please, come in 
and I’1] make some tea while you wait.” 

Mrs. Evergreen escorted Brystal and Madame Weatherberry to the 
sitting room and then stepped into the kitchen to make tea. As Madame 
Weatherberry looked around, she was tickled by the Evergreens’ 
mismatched furniture and wallpaper. 

“Your house is so thrifty,” she said. 

“My father isn’t a fan of extravagance,” Brystal said. 

“Tt shows.” 

Mrs. Evergreen returned to the sitting room with a tray of tea. 

“Please, have a seat,” she said while she served them. “I imagine you’re 
both very tired from your journey. Your father said the facility is all the way 
at the tip of the Northeast Plains.” 

“Actually, the trip flew by,” Brystal said with a nervous laugh. 

“How long are you staying?” Mrs. Evergreen asked. “Your brothers 
usually don’t get home from the courthouse until late. They’ll be sorry if 
they miss you.” 

“I can’t imagine our conversation with Father will last very long,” 
Brystal said. “We’ll probably be on our way shortly after he arrives. Please 
give Brooks and Barrie my love.” 


“T will,” Mrs. Evergreen said, and then looked her daughter up and down 
with concern. “Oh, Brystal, what have they done to you in that facility? 
You’re practically skin and bones! I hope they’re helping you at least—you 
know—with your condition.” 

“Ah... not exactly,” Brystal said. 

Before she elaborated, their conversation was interrupted by the sounds 
of her father’s carriage pulling up to the house. Brystal took a deep breath 
to mentally prepare herself for what was to come. A few moments later, 
Justice Evergreen entered the house and charged down the hall—he hadn’t 
even seen his daughter yet and was already in a temper. 

“Why is there a ridiculous carriage and four flamboyant horses outside 
our house?” he shouted. “What will the neighbors think if they see the—” 

As the Justice barged into the sitting room, Madame Weatherberry and 
Brystal rose from their chairs to greet him. It took a few seconds for Justice 
Evergreen to recognize his daughter, and once he did, his face turned bright 
red, his nostrils flared, and he growled like a defensive animal. 

“What is she doing in my house?” he barked. 

Mrs. Evergreen jumped in front of her husband and waved like a clown 
distracting a bull. 

“Please don’t get upset just yet,’ she pleaded. “This woman has 
removed Brystal from the facility with permission from the king.” 

“The king? What could he possibly want with her?” 

“I don’t know, they just arrived,” Mrs. Evergreen said. “Give them a 
chance to explain.” 

A few deep breaths later, Justice Evergreen had taken a reluctant seat on 
the sofa across from his daughter. Madame Weatherberry extended her arm 
to shake the Justice’s hand, but he didn’t accept the gesture. 

“Justice Evergreen, it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” she said. 
“My name is Madame Weatherberry. Thank you for taking the time to 
speak with us.” 

“Get to the point,” he ordered. 

“Ah, I see you’re a man who appreciates a good summary,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. “Very well, I’ll make this short. I’m here because King 
Champion has given me permission to open an academy. I’m traveling 
through the Southern Kingdom to recruit students. But my academy isn’t 
your typical school; it’s an academy for very special children with very 


unique abilities.” 

Mrs. Evergreen clapped her hands in celebration. “Why, that’s 
wonderful! His Majesty wants our daughter to join a special school!” 

“What do you mean unique abilities,” the Justice asked suspiciously. “I 
sincerely doubt you’re recruiting academics or athletes from correctional 
houses.” 

“Well, if I may be completely transparent with you,’ Madame 
Weatherberry said with hesitation, “it’s a school for magic.” 

Brystal could practically hear her father’s heartbeat as his blood pressure 
soared. 

“Excuse me?” he roared. 

“Tm calling it Madame Weatherberry’s Academy of Magical Endeavors 
and Philosophy, but don’t get attached to the name, it’s still a work in 
progress,” she explained. “I promised His Majesty that I would get 
permission from my students’ parents before recruiting them. So if you 
don’t have any objections, P’ Il ask you to sign Brystal’s permission form.” 

Madame Weatherberry pointed at the tea table and a golden document 
appeared with a long-feathered quill beside it. The Justice and Mrs. 
Evergreen both jumped at the sight of magic in their own house. 

“All the details are spelled out on the form if you’d like to take a 
moment to read it,” Madame Weatherberry said. 

Brystal knew her father was already upset, but seeing the permission 
form infuriated him so much he turned the color of a tomato. He seized the 
form from the table and ripped it into shreds. 

“How dare you disrespect me with such a request!” he yelled. 

“Actually, Justice Evergreen, it would be more disrespectful if we didn’t 
seek your approval,’ Madame Weatherberry said. “You see, I want 
everything about my academy to be handled tastefully and properly, and 
that starts with how I acquire my students. Our objective is to show the 
world that the magical community is much more decent than—” 

The Justice was enraged by her words and knocked over the table with 
one angry swipe of his arm. The teacups hit the floor and shattered into 
pieces. 

“T would rather see my daughter rot in jail than turn her over to the likes 
of you!” he shouted. 

“There’s no need to make a mess,” Mrs. Evergreen said. “Let’s all take a 


deep breath and I’ ll get us some more tea.” 

Mrs. Evergreen scooped up the broken teacups and the shredded 
permission form into her apron and hurried into the kitchen. Brystal closed 
her eyes and pretended she was somewhere else. It didn’t matter how many 
deep breaths her father took; she knew he would never change his mind. 
But Madame Weatherberry wasn’t ready to give up. 

“Sir, I understand your passionate opposition,” she said. “You think I’m 
trying to take your daughter to a despicable place and teach her despicable 
things, but you’re only imagining this because your perception of magic is 
flawed.” 

“I am a Justice of the Southern Kingdom, Madame! There is nothing 
flawed about my perception!” 

“And in your impressive career, I’m sure you’ve presided over many 
cases that were caused by an unfortunate misunderstanding. I assure you, 
magic is like one of these misunderstandings. In fact, it’s the single greatest 
misconception of our—” 

“Magic is an abomination in the eyes of the law and in the eyes of the 
Lord! Do not insult my intelligence by pretending otherwise!” 

“Justice Evergreen, you of all people know that the laws and religion of 
the Southern Kingdom have altered over time to reflect the opinions of 
those in power. Magic is a victim to that tradition. What the world thinks is 
a dreadful and wicked sin is actually a beautiful and nurturing gift. Your 
daughter is blessed with a very rare and powerful talent. In recent weeks, 
she has shown remarkable potential, and I believe my academy would be a 
wonderful opportunity for her to develop—” 

“I will not have my daughter tarnish my good name by practicing 
magic!” 

“But the king himself has approved my academy. It may cause some 
awkwardness at first, but in time, your daughter’s magic will be a source of 
great pride for you. One day, the whole world may know her name and look 
up to her as a symbol of kindness and compassion. Her reputation may very 
well exceed your own and she could become the most admired Evergreen to 
ever—” 

“ENOUGH!” the Justice yelled, and jumped to his feet. “I will not hear 
another word of this nonsense! You will take my daughter back to the 
Bootstrap Correctional Facility where she belongs at once! NOW GET 


OUT OF MY HOUSE!” 

Justice Evergreen stormed out of the room, but before he entered the 
hall, he turned back to Brystal to give her one final, scornful glare. 

“I should have let them execute you,” he said. 

Her father’s words shattered Brystal into more pieces than all the 
teacups he had knocked to the floor. Once Justice Evergreen was out of her 
sight, it took Brystal a few moments to regain her senses. Madame 
Weatherberry shook her head, appalled by the Justice’s cruel remarks. 

“Well, that could have gone better,” she said. “Don’t lose hope just yet, 
Brystal. We’ll find a way around this.” 

Brystal appreciated Madame Weatherberry’s optimism, but she knew 
there was nothing she could do that wouldn’t break her promise to the king. 
Without her father’s permission, her only option was to return to the 
facility. 

“Tt was a mistake to come here,” Brystal said. “We should leave.” 

Brystal and Madame Weatherberry showed themselves to the front door. 
As they stepped outside and headed for the golden carriage, Brystal’s spirits 
were so low she was afraid she might sink into the ground. Just as she was 
about to climb into the carriage, Mrs. Evergreen emerged from the house 
and ran after her daughter. 

“Brystal?” she called. 

“Mother, I’m sorry I didn’t say good-bye,” Brystal said. “I didn’t want 
to see your face when I told you I—” 

“Here,” Mrs. Evergreen said. “Take this.” 

Her mother discreetly slid a folded piece of paper into her daughter’s 
hand. Brystal opened it and couldn’t believe what she was looking at. Mrs. 
Evergreen had sewn together the permission form and signed the bottom of 
it! 

“Mother!” she gasped. “What have you done?” 

Mrs. Evergreen pulled Brystal into a tight embrace so she could whisper 
directly into her daughter’s ear. 

“Keep your voice down in case your father is listening from inside,” her 
mother said. “The form says it only requires the signature of one parent. I 
don’t care what your father thinks; you’re my daughter, too, and I will not 
stand the thought of you getting worked to death in that awful facility. Now, 
you go to that school and make a life that you can be proud of. Get as far 


away from here as you can and find the happiness you deserve. And please, 
for your own sake, don’t come back to this miserable house again.” 

Before Brystal had the chance to respond, Mrs. Evergreen released her 
daughter and hurried back inside the house. Brystal was left speechless by 
her mother’s actions. She couldn’t think, she couldn’t breathe, and she 
couldn’t move—she just stayed perfectly still and stared at the house in 
shock. 

“Brystal, are you all right?” Madame Weatherberry asked. “What 
happened?” 

“My mother just handed me a new life,” she said. 





CHAPTER EIGHT 
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Tue Boy of Fire AND THE GIRL OF EMERALDS 


As the unicorns drew the golden carriage away from Chariot Hills, 


Brystal couldn’t help but smile from ear to ear. Life had been a living 
nightmare in recent weeks, but by some miraculous twist of fate, the day 
had turned into a dream come true. Not only was it the most confusing and 
surprising day of her life, but thanks to her mother, it was the first day of an 
entirely new life. Signing the form was the most profound thing anyone had 
ever done for her and Brystal hoped she could return the favor and help her 
mother escape the Southern Kingdom someday. 

Mrs. Evergreen had asked her daughter to leave and never come back, 
but Brystal couldn’t wrap her head around it. She didn’t have many fond 
memories of her family’s home, so it would be easy to keep her distance, 
but until this moment, Brystal had never been able to choose her 
whereabouts. The Evergreen house, the School for Future Wives and 
Mothers, the courthouse, and the Bootstrap Correctional Facility were all 
places she had been forced to go—and now that Brystal was officially under 
Madame Weatherberry’s supervision, she never had to return to those 
terrible places again. The newfound freedom was an exhilarating sensation 
and made Brystal’s big smile grow even wider. 

“Has anyone ever told you what a lovely smile you have?” Madame 
Weatherberry asked. 

“Not that I recall,” Brystal said. “Then again, I haven’t had many things 
to smile about.” 

“I hope that changes once we get to the academy,’ Madame 
Weatherberry said. 

“I can’t wait to see it,’ Brystal said. “How much longer until we get 
there?” 

“We still have one student to pick up in the Southern Kingdom, and then 
another in the In-Between after that,” Madame Weatherberry said. “With 
any luck, they’ll be easy recruits, and we’ll arrive by tomorrow evening. I 
can’t imagine how exhausted you must be after a day like today, so please, 
feel free to get some rest.” 


An enormous yawn escaped Brystal’s mouth and confirmed Madame 
Weatherberry’s hunch. Brystal stretched out across the satin cushions and 
became so comfortable she was asleep within seconds. Overnight, the 
golden carriage traveled into the Northwest Foothills of the Southern 
Kingdom. Brystal awoke the following morning more rejuvenated than she 
had felt in months. Instead of colorful fruit, the vines on the carriage’s 
ceiling grew muffins, bagels, and other breakfast pastries. 

“Good morning, Madame Weatherberry,” Brystal said, and helped 
herself to a muffin. “Did you sleep well?” 

It appeared Madame Weatherberry hadn’t moved since Brystal went to 
sleep. She was looking over the Map of Magic and was so captivated by it 
she didn’t respond. 

“Madame? Is everything all right?” Brystal asked. 

Still Madame Weatherberry didn’t look up from the map. “How 
peculiar,” she said. 

“What’s peculiar?” Brystal asked. 

“Oh, forgive my concentration, dear,” Madame Weatherberry said. “I’m 
a little concerned about the potential student we’re traveling to. He’s 
changed locations twice since last night and seems to be heading to a third.” 

Madame Weatherberry turned the Map of Magic around so Brystal could 
see what she was referring to. In the northwest comer of the Southern 
Kingdom was a bright star moving ever so slightly toward the border of the 
In-Between. The name beside the star was Xanthous Hayfield. 

“What do you think that means?” Brystal asked. 

“Well, it simply means he’s on the move,” Madame Weatherberry said. 
“But I’m worried about what he’s moving from. We should try to reach him 
before he crosses the border.” 

Madame Weatherberry snapped her fingers and the unicorns started 
galloping even faster. The rolling land and oak trees of the Northwest 
Foothills zoomed past Brystal’s window so quickly she couldn’t even see 
them. Madame Weatherberry kept a close eye on the Map of Magic as her 
and Brystal’s stars approached the young man’s star. 

Suddenly, the air outside was hazy and the carriage filled with the smell 
of smoke. Madame Weatherberry snapped her fingers again and the 
unicorns slowed to a normal pace. She and Brystal looked out their 
windows and saw that the land was scorched for acres around them. Many 


of the trees and bushes were still ablaze, like the area had been hit by a 
recent wildfire. 

The debris continued for miles down the path, and then, strangely, the 
damage ended at a large wooden barn. The barn was a blazing inferno with 
flames stretching well above its crumbling roof. It was as if the wildfire had 
paused to take a rest inside before moving on. 

“Now we know what he was running away from,” Brystal said. “Do you 
think he escaped the fire?” 

Madame Weatherberry squinted as she inspected the burning barn. 

“No, I think he is the fire,” she said. “Brystal, stay in the carriage. 
Things may get heated if we overwhelm him.” 

“May get heated?” Brystal asked. 

The golden carriage stopped a safe distance away from the burning barn. 
Madame Weatherberry climbed out and approached the barn while Brystal 
watched from the carriage. The fairy moved her hands in big circles through 
the air, summoning a sudden rainstorm that extinguished all the flames. 
Once the fire was out, all that remained of the structure was its charred 
framing and support beams. 

To Brystal’s amazement, a boy about eleven years old was sleeping on 
the ashy ground inside the barn. He had golden hair and fair skin, and his 
clothes had been significantly singed in the fire. Although his clothing was 
damaged, there wasn’t a single burn mark or scratch on his entire body. 

“Hello, Xanthous,” Madame Weatherberry called to him. 

The boy awoke with a fright. He was startled to see Madame 
Weatherberry walking toward him and quickly hid behind a burned beam. 
Brystal gasped when flames appeared on his head and shoulders. Madame 
Weatherberry was right—Xanthous wasn’t running from the fire; he was 
creating it. 

“Stay where you are!” he said. “Don’t come any closer!” 

Madame Weatherberry gave the boy a warm smile but didn’t stop her 
approach. 

“Don’t worry, sweetheart,” she said. “I’m not going to hurt you.” 

“No, but I might hurt you!” Xanthous warned. “Stay away from me or 
you’ ll get burned!” 

With every step Madame Weatherberry took, Xanthous became more 
and more anxious. The fire on his head and shoulders flickered with more 


intensity, and the flames traveled down his arms and torso. 

“Lady, I mean it!” he yelled. “I can’t control it! You’re putting yourself 
in danger!” 

“Xanthous, you have nothing to fear,” she said. “My name is Madame 
Weatherberry and I promise you aren’t going to hurt me—I’m just like 
you.” 

“Just like me?” he asked in disbelief. “Look, I don’t know what you’re 
doing here, but there’s no way you’re like me! Please, turn around before 
you get burned!” 

To prove him wrong, Madame Weatherberry raised her arms above her 
head and her body was suddenly engulfed in bright violet flames. Brystal 
and Xanthous couldn’t believe their eyes and both their mouths dropped 
open. The boy’s state of shock temporarily extinguished the fire on his own 
body. Once Madame Weatherberry thought her point was achieved, she 
lowered her arms and the violet flames vanished without leaving a blemish 
on her skin or clothing. 

“T told you,” she said. “I’m magical just like you, and we can do all sorts 
of things that other people can’t. Your fire is just the beginning.” 

“Tm... Pm... Pm magical?” he asked. 

“Of course you are,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Why else would you 
be able to produce fire from your skin?” 

“I thought I was cursed,” he said. 

“Tt’s perfectly natural to feel scared and confused,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. “Magic is a very misunderstood concept in our world. 
I’m sure you’ve been told it’s a loathsome and demonic practice, but that 
isn’t true. It may not seem like it now, but you’re actually blessed with a 
very powerful gift.” 

Xanthous shook his head and backed away from her. “You must be 
mistaken,” he said. “I’m not blessed with anything—I’m a walking disaster! 
I have to be stopped!” 

“And you think crossing the border is going to help?” Madame 
Weatherberry asked. 

“What are you talking about?” Xanthous said. “I’m not headed to the 
border.” 

“Then where are you headed?” she asked. 

“I’m going to the Northwest Lake!” he said. “I’m going to strap 


boulders around my feet and drown myself before I cause any more 
damage!” 

After he confessed his plans, the boy fell to his knees and began to 
weep, but instead of crying tears, glowing embers sparked out of his eyes. 
Madame Weatherberry and Brystal were heartbroken to hear about 
Xanthous’s intentions. The fairy knelt beside him and placed a comforting 
hand on his shoulder. 

“My dear boy,” she said. “That’s a bit extreme, don’t you think?” 

“But it’s the only way to stop it!” he cried. “And I don’t want to hurt 
anyone else!” 

“What do you mean hurt anyone else?” Madame Weatherberry asked. 
“Did something happen that made you run away from home?” 

“T don’t have a home to run away from anymore,” the boy cried. 

“Why is that?” Madame Weatherberry asked. 

Xanthous shook his head. “I can’t tell you,” he said. “You’ll think ’ma 
monster.” 

“My dear, I have a very long history with magic,” she said. “I know how 
complicated an introduction can be. Even though magic comes from a good 
place within us, if we don’t have control over our abilities, sometimes they 
cause unfortunate things to happen. So unless you intentionally caused 
harm, whatever happened was not your fault. Now, please, start from the 
beginning and tell me what’s brought you here.” 

Just like Brystal’s first interaction with her, it didn’t take long for 
Xanthous to sense Madame Weatherberry’s kindness and realize she could 
be trusted. After he took a deep breath, the embers stopped sparking from 
his eyes, and he sat up to tell her what was causing him so much grief. 

“I suppose I always knew this day was coming,” Xanthous said. “My 
mother died while giving birth to me. The doctor told my family it was due 
to burns she received during the delivery, but he couldn’t explain what 
caused them. My father must have known it was my fault because he 
refused to hold me or give me a name. Eventually, the midwife called me 
Xanthous because of a warm yellow glow I was born with, but it faded after 
a couple days.” 

“Many of us are born with signs,” Madame Weatherberry said. “I’m 
sorry yours came at such a tragic cost.” 

“Me too,” he said. “As I got older there were more signs. I always had a 


fever, I never needed a coat in the winter, and things would melt in my 
hands if I squeezed them too hard. About a year ago, everything got worse. 
There were sparks whenever I coughed or sneezed, there were flares when I 
was surprised or scared, and sometimes I’d have a nightmare and set my 
sheets on fire. But a few days ago, my father came home from the pub, and 
he started beating me....” 

“Because he discovered your magic?” Madame Weatherberry said. 

“No, it wasn’t because of that,” Xanthous said. “My father has always 
hated me since my mother died.... But a few nights ago, he caught me with 
something, something I shouldn’t have had, something he had warned me to 
stay away from....” 

The memory was clearly painful for Xanthous to relive. More embers 
sparked out of his eyes and the flames returned to his head and shoulders. 

“You can spare any details you’re not ready to share,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. “What happened after your father caught you?” 

“As he was hitting me, I became angry—really angry,” Xanthous 
recalled. “I felt all this heat building up inside me, like I was a volcano. I 
knew something bad was about to happen, so I begged my father to stop 
and run away, but he wouldn’t! The next thing I knew, there was fire 
everywhere! It came out like an explosion! Our house burned to the ground 
and my father... my father... my father... 

“Your father perished in the fire,’ Madame Weatherberry said without 
having to ask. 

Xanthous rolled onto his side and sobbed so hard his embers turned into 
two fiery streams. His entire body was consumed in powerful flames and 
Brystal could feel the heat even from inside the carriage. Madame 
Weatherberry raised her hand and created a shield around the boy so his fire 
didn’t spread. Once all his pent-up emotion was released, the flames died 
down, and Xanthous returned to normal. 

“T want you to listen to me very carefully,” Madame Weatherberry said. 
“What you’ve experienced is nothing short of tragic—but a tragic 
beginning doesn’t mean you have to have a tragic ending. I know it feels 
like the end of the world right now, but you are not as alone as you think 
you are. There is an entire community of people just like you who can help 
you through this trying time and teach you to control your abilities.” 

“T don’t deserve to be helped,” Xanthous said. “I hurt everyone who gets 


too close.” 

Madame Weatherberry reached toward the golden carriage, and the 
armrest across from Brystal opened on its own. A crystal medal with a red 
ribbon rose out of the compartment, floated out the window, and flew into 
Madame Weatherberry’s hand. 

“Here,” she said, and placed the ribbon around his neck. 

“What is this?” Xanthous asked. 

“I call it a Muter Medal,’ Madame Weatherberry said. “It stops the 
magical abilities of whoever wears it. I invented the medal myself just in 
case I encountered a child like you. It doesn’t matter how upset you get—as 
long as that medal is around your neck, your fire won’t return.” 

Xanthous didn’t believe her. He scrunched his forehead as he tried to 
think the most troubling thoughts possible—but his skin remained perfectly 
normal. The boy even slapped himself across the face a couple of times, 
looking happier with every smack, because the flames never appeared. 

“Tt works!” Xanthous said. 

“Of course it does,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Sometimes the 
biggest problems in life have the simplest answers. I hope this will save you 
a trip to the lake.” 

“Can I keep the Muter Medal?” he asked with hopeful eyes. 

“You won’t need it forever,” Madame Weatherberry said. “One day 
you’|l learn to control your abilities on your own.” 

“How will I learn to control them?” he asked. 

“Because I’m going to teach you,” she said. “I’m starting my own 
school for children like you. I’m calling it Madame Weatherberry’s 
Institution of Magical Arts—but the name is a bit of a mouthful, so PH 
probably shorten it. King Champion has given me permission to recruit 
young fairies in the Southern Kingdom so I can teach them to develop their 
magical abilities.” 

“Fairies?” Xanthous asked. 

“Yes, that’s the appropriate term for people like us,” Madame 
Weatherberry explained. “Once my students are properly trained, we’re 
going to travel the world and use our magic to help and heal people in need. 
Hopefully with time, our selfless acts will be recognized, and the world will 
learn to accept us. Would you like to join our quest?” 

“You want me to join your school?” Xanthous asked. “But I just 


scorched a thousand acres of land! Are you sure you want someone like me 
on your campus?” 

“You’re exactly the kind of student I’m looking for,” she said. “After 
what you’ve been through, you know how important it is to spread 
acceptance and awareness of magic, so no one has to repeat your 
experience. And together, we can create a world where little boys never 
think jumping into lakes is the only way to fix their problems.” 

Xanthous went quiet as he considered Madame Weatherberry’s proposal. 
Brystal crossed her fingers in the carriage, hoping the boy would accept the 
offer. 

“Well, since I’m not sinking to the bottom of a lake anymore, my 
schedule is pretty open,” he said. “If you’re sure I won’t be a problem, then 
I would love to join your school!” 

Madame Weatherberry clapped in celebration. “That’s wonderful, dear!” 
she said. “I know you’re going to be very happy there. Now let’s get you 
something a little more comfortable to wear for our journey.” 

Madame Weatherberry twirled a finger, and thread by thread, 
Xanthous’s burned clothes grew back into the brown pants and patchy vest 
he’d worn before his fire started. She escorted the boy to the golden 
carriage and helped him climb aboard. Xanthous was surprised to see 
Brystal waiting inside and became shy. 

“Xanthous, I’d like you to meet your new classmate Brystal Evergreen,” 
Madame Weatherberry said. “She’s very powerful, just like you.” 

“Hello, Xanthous,” she said. “It’s nice to meet you!” 

Brystal tried to shake his hand, but Xanthous quickly dodged the 
gesture. 

“Pm sorry,” he said. “It’s nothing personal, I’m just used to burning 
things.” 

After a moment, Xanthous cautiously shook Brystal’s hand and was 
relieved when he didn’t hurt her. Even though the Muter Medal suppressed 
his powers, Xanthous had a very warm touch. 

“Tt’s nice to meet you, too, Brystal,” he said. 

Madame Weatherberry and Xanthous took their seats and the carriage 
door closed behind them. The fairy retrieved the Map of Magic from the 
compartment under the armrest and double-checked the whereabouts of her 
third and final recruit, in the In-Between. Once she confirmed the location, 


she snapped her fingers and the unicorns lunged forward, pulling the golden 
carriage in a new direction. Xanthous’s eyes went wide as the Northwest 
Foothills raced past his window. 

“This is unbelievable!” he exclaimed. “We must be going a hundred 
miles an hour!” 

“Isn’t it amazing?” Brystal said. “I’ve traveled across the kingdom with 
Madame Weatherberry and my heart still flutters when I look out the 
window.” 

“How long have you known you were magic?” he asked. 

“Tt was a recent discovery,” she said. “But if it’s any consolation, I 
understand what you’re feeling. The second time I did magic, I was arrested 
and then locked away in a correctional facility. It’s difficult to imagine good 
things can come from magic, too, but I look forward to Madame 
Weatherberry convincing us.” 

Xanthous nodded sadly. “It’ll be a miracle if anything good comes out of 
my magic.” 

“I bet you’ll be surprised,” Brystal said. “You may think it’s a curse 
now, but I know a few places that would be lucky to have a boy like you.” 

“Like where?” he asked. 

“The correctional facility I was sent to, for example,” she explained. “It 
was so cold at night my friend would sneak me an extra blanket so I didn’t 
freeze to death. I would have given anything to be near one of your fires 
then! And I’m sure you would be a big help with all the trouble they’ve 
been having in the Northern Kingdom lately.” 

Suddenly, Madame Weatherberry looked up from the Map of Magic and 
glared at Brystal like she had said something controversial. 

“What did you just say about the Northern Kingdom?” she asked. 

Madame Weatherberry’s intense reaction surprised Brystal—it was the 
first time she had seen the fairy without her trademark charm. 

“I just said the Northern Kingdom could use a boy like Xanthous,” 
Brystal said. 

“Yes, but why?” Madame Weatherberry pressed. “What have you 
heard?” 

“Just that they’ve had blizzards,” Brystal said. “That’s all.” 

Once the subject was clarified, Madame Weatherberry’s cheerful manner 
slowly returned, but a hint of aggression remained in her eyes. 


“Oh, yes—the blizzards,” she said. “I heard about those, too. Poor 
people, let’s hope the weather changes for them soon. Forgive me, Brystal, I 
misunderstood what you were saying.” 

“Madame Weatherberry, is anything else happening in the Northern 
Kingdom that we should be worried about?” Brystal asked. 

“Nothing to trouble you with, my dear,” she said. “Just politics as usual 
—it’s all quite dull, actually. Forget I mentioned it.” 

Out of respect, Brystal didn’t inquire any further, but Madame 
Weatherberry’s suspicious behavior made one thing abundantly clear: there 
was something about the Northern Kingdom she wasn’t telling them. 


e x eo! 


The golden carriage was quiet as it traveled south from the Northwest 
Foothills. Although she didn’t say anything, Brystal’s mind was racing with 
exciting thoughts about her future at the school for magic. Xanthous was 
still in awe over how fast the carriage was moving and whipped his head 
from side to side to try to catch a glimpse of the blurry landscape outside. 
Madame Weatherberry mostly kept to herself, studying the Map of Magic in 
silence. At one point, something strange seemed to catch her attention and 
she stared at the map even more intently for a few minutes without looking 
up. 

“Madame?” Brystal asked. “Is something wrong?” 

“Nothing’s wrong,” Madame Weatherberry said. “However, there is 
something very curious about our next recruit’s location.” 

“Are they moving, too?” Brystal asked. 

“On the contrary,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Her whereabouts have 
remained exactly the same for as long as I’ve been aware of her. That 
should make her easy to find, but I’m interested in why she hasn’t moved at 
all.” 

“What’s her name?” Brystal asked. 

“Emerelda Stone,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Pretty, isn’t it?” 

“I can’t wait to meet her,” Brystal said. “It’ll be nice to know a girl I 
have something in common with.” 

An hour or so into their journey from the Northwest Foothills, the 


unicorns made an abrupt right turn and began traveling west. Brystal wasn’t 
expecting the change in direction and glanced down at the map in Madame 
Weatherberry’s lap. 

“Are we going the right way?” Xanthous asked. “We’re getting awfully 
close to the western border.” 

“Thats exactly where we’re headed,’ Madame Weatherberry said. 
“Miss Stone lives a few miles west of the Southern Kingdom in the coal 
mines of the In-Between.” 

The mention of the infamous territory between the kingdoms caught 
Xanthous’s attention. He sat straight up in his seat and glanced at his 
companions with big, fearful eyes. 

“We’re going into the In-Between?” Xanthous gasped. “But isn’t it 
dangerous?” 

“Oh, it’s more than dangerous,” Madame Weatherberry said. “There are 
creatures living in the forests of the In-Between that humankind has only 
seen in nightmares. Food and water are limited, so the inhabitants are 
constantly fighting over resources. People are wise to keep their distance. 
That’s why it’s the perfect location for the academy.” 

Xanthous’s anxiety doubled. “The academy is in the In-Between, too?” 
he asked. 

“Yes,” Madame Weatherberry said with a shrug. “Did I not mention it?” 

“T’m afraid you left out that detail,” he said. 

“Well, fear not, you have me to protect you,” Madame Weatherberry 
said with a prideful nod. “My academy is in a very secure area of the 
southeast In-Between, and the property is protected by powerful magic.” 

“What about the coal mines?” he asked. “Are they safe?” 

“We should be perfectly fine,’ Madame Weatherberry said. “The coal 
mines are only a few minutes’ walk past the western border.” 

Xanthous shook his head like his ears were deceiving him. “Did you say 
a few minutes’ walk?” he asked in a panic. “We’re getting out of the 
carriage?” 

“Of course we’re walking,” Madame Weatherberry said with a laugh. 
“Four unicorns and a golden carriage would only bring attention to 
ourselves. As long as we stay quiet and calm, everything will be fine.” 

Xanthous gulped, unconvinced by the fairy’s assessment. Brystal trusted 
Madame Weatherberry slightly more than he did, but her stomach tightened 


at the idea of entering the dangerous forest. Young women in the Southern 
Kingdom were rarely taught about worldly matters, but even they knew to 
avoid the In-Between. 

The unicorns slowed down as they approached the western border. As 
Brystal and Xanthous anxiously looked out the window, there was no 
argument about where the Southern Kingdom ended and where the In- 
Between began. The horizon was consumed by a thick and monstrous 
forest. All the trees were gigantic, their trunks were crooked, and their 
mangled branches stretched into the sky like the arms of prisoners reaching 
for freedom. 

As they moved closer, the carriage passed a sign that gave Brystal and 


WARNING 


You ARE Now ENTERING 
THE IN-BETWEEN ZONE 


BEWARE OF MONSTERS 


“Did they have to paint the sign with such a creepy font?” Xanthous 
asked. “I mean, was that really necessary?” 

The golden carriage pulled off the road and stopped at the edge of the 
forest. Madame Weatherberry happily hopped down from the carriage 
without a care in the world and then helped—forced, rather—Brystal and 
Xanthous out as well. Once all three passengers were outside, Madame 
Weatherberry snapped her fingers and the large unicorns began to shrink. 
The majestic steeds were transformed into small field mice with horns and 
bushy magenta tails. The fairy snapped her fingers again and the golden 
carriage shrunk to the size of a brooch, which Madame Weatherberry 
pinned to her gown. With a third and final snap, a large piece of cheese 
appeared on the ground for the mice to snack on. 

“We should be back in an hour or so,” Madame Weatherberry told the 
mice. “Have a nice break and enjoy the cheese—oh, and please watch out 
for owls. You remember what happened to Prancy.” 

Brystal and Xanthous followed the fairy back to the road and they 


continued into the In-Between on foot. The path was so bumpy and narrow 
a Carriage wouldn’t have managed. The tree branches filled the sky above 
them and blocked most of the sunlight, making it impossible to tell the time. 
The deeper they walked, the more jittery Brystal and Xanthous became. 
Madame Weatherberry was amused by their paranoia. 

They were halfway to the mine when two enormous creatures lunged at 
them from the dark forest. Brystal and Xanthous screamed and grabbed 
each other in terror. As the figures stepped into the light, the travelers 
realized they had crossed paths with two ogres. The first ogre had brown 
skin and his face was covered in bone piercings. The second ogre was green 
and covered in warts. Both creatures had an underbite with sharp teeth, their 
clothes were made from the fur of several dead animals, and they each 
carried a club carved from a log. 

“Well, look what’s wandered into the woods,” the brown ogre sneered. 

“You must have gotten lost if you’re all the way out here,” the green 
ogre growled. 

The ogres circled the travelers like wolves circling prey. Brystal and 
Xanthous were so scared they closed their eyes, but Madame Weatherberry 
never even flinched. 

“Actually, we’re perfectly content, thank you,” she said. “It’s very kind 
of you to check on us, though.” 

Brystal, Xanthous, and the ogres were equally surprised by Madame 
Weatherberry’s cheerful response. She proceeded down the road and pulled 
her students with her, but the ogres sprinted ahead and blocked the path 
with their clubs. 

“You don’t think you’re getting away that easily, do you?” the brown 
ogre asked. 

“Fresh meat is hard to find around here,” the green ogre said, and licked 
his lips. 

Madame Weatherberry eyed the creatures like they were disobedient 
children. 

“Just so we’re clear, you’ve interrupted our journey with the intention of 
eating us, is that correct? And your obscene gestures and suggestive 
language are not meant to be interpreted as sarcasm, is that right?” 

The ogres shared a puzzled glance—they didn’t understand all the words 
Madame Weatherberry was using. 


“Of course we’re going to eat you!” the brown ogre roared. 

“How wonderful!” Madame Weatherberry cheered. 

“Wonderful?” Brystal exclaimed. “Madame, how is this wonderful?” 

“We’re about to be their lunch!” Xanthous cried. 

“The ogres have just given me the perfect opportunity to teach a 
valuable lesson,’ Madame Weatherberry explained. “As I’ve said before, 
magic comes from a place of love and joy within us. Its purpose is to 
stabilize, improve, and nourish. However, on the rare occasion when it can 
be justified, magic can also be used for self-defense. By admitting their 
intentions to harm us, these ogres have given us permission to—” 

“MADAME WEATHERBERRY, LOOK OUT!” Brystal screamed. 

The brown ogre raised his club high above his head and swung it in their 
direction. Without looking, Madame Weatherberry snapped her fingers and 
the club crumbled to the ground before it struck them. She whipped around 
and pointed both hands at the creatures. The ogres rose into the air and spun 
like cyclones, and the dead leaves covering the forest floor twirled around 
them. Madame Weatherberry dropped her hands and the spinning stopped, 
but instead of ogres, two small turtles fell to the ground. 

“As I was saying,” she continued, “by admitting their intentions to harm 
us, these ogres have given us permission to use our magic to stop them. 
And now that they’ve been transformed into smaller animals, they’ll learn a 
much-needed lesson in humility. It’s a win-win for everyone. Any 
questions?” 

Brystal and Xanthous were flabbergasted by what they had just 
witnessed. When the feeling finally returned to their bodies, Xanthous 
raised his hand. 

“Yes, Xanthous?” Madame Weatherberry asked. 

“Will you teach us how to do that?” he asked eagerly. 

“In time,” she said with a smile. “Now let’s move on.” 

Madame Weatherberry led Brystal and Xanthous a few more miles into 
the In-Between and the road finally came to the entrance of an enormous 
coal mine at the base of a mountain. Brystal and Xanthous were amazed to 
see that the mine was operated entirely by dwarfs. The small miners pushed 
carts of coal out of the mountain and dumped the dark substance into a huge 
pile outside. Once the carts were emptied, the miners returned to the mine 
to fetch more, and the pile of coal was separated and boxed by packers. 


The workers were used to seeing ferocious animals and dangerous 
creatures emerge from the forest around them, but as Madame 
Weatherberry, Brystal, and Xanthous walked out from the trees, they all 
froze and stared at their visitors in disbelief. The dwarfs guarding the 
entrance were so surprised they didn’t even question the strange visitors as 
they strolled past them. 

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Madame Weatherberry said with a 
friendly wave. “Keep up the good work.” 

They entered a dark tunnel and it took a few seconds for their eyes to 
adjust. The clanking of pickaxes grew louder the farther they walked. 
Eventually, the tunnel brought them to a massive cavern where miners 
chiseled coal on multiple levels around them. In the center of the cavern, 
built on a cluster of stalagmites, was an observation deck, where an older 
dwarf sat behind a miniature desk. He wore a suit and tie and squinted 
through a monocle as he studied blueprints of the mountain. 

“Excuse me, sir?” Madame Weatherberry called to him. “Will you 
please point me in the direction of whoever is in charge?” 

The old dwarf looked up from the blueprints and was stunned to see that 
a woman and children had wandered into the mine. One by one, the miners 
throughout the cavern noticed their visitors and dropped their pickaxes to 
watch them. 

“That would be me, ma’am,” the old dwarf said. “I’m Mr. Slate, the 
Miner Superior.” 

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Slate,” she said. “My name is Madame 
Weatherberry and these are my students, Brystal Evergreen and Xanthous 
Hayfield.” 

“What brings you to the mine?” Mr. Slate asked. 

“Pm looking for a young woman named Emerelda Stone,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. “Can you please tell me where she is?” 

All the dwarfs went quiet and the cavern became very tense. Mr. Slate 
exchanged an uneasy glance with the miners around him. 

“T’m sorry, but there’s no one here by that name,” the dwarf said. 

“Are you certain?” Madame Weatherberry said. “Because according to 
my map, Miss Stone is somewhere within the mine. Perhaps she goes by 
another name?” 

“Your map must have misled you, then, because I assure you, there are 


no young women here,” Mr. Slate said. “I’m sorry you came all this way for 
nothing. However, I’d be happy to offer you a discount on our coal so you 
don’t leave empty-handed.” 

Madame Weatherberry eyed the Miner Superior suspiciously. 

“Mr. Slate, my map doesn’t lie,” she said. “I know there is a girl with 
magical abilities nearby, and if I discover you are harboring Miss Stone 
against her will, I will use force to liberate her.” 

Beads of sweat appeared on Mr. Slate’s forehead. “I just told you, there 
is no young woman in this mine,” he said. “Now please leave before I have 
you removed. We don’t want any trouble here.” 

Madame Weatherberry turned to Brystal and Xanthous with an 
enthusiastic smile they weren’t expecting to see. 

“Our luck continues!” she said happily. “Mr. Slate has given me another 
opportunity to teach a valuable lesson. You see, when we have reason to 
believe someone is in danger or being held hostage, magic can be used to 
rescue them. Watch this.” 

With one flick of her wrist, all the miners throughout the cavern 
suddenly hit the floor like dominoes and fell into a deep sleep. Mr. Slate 
dived under his desk to avoid the spell, but Madame Weatherberry spared 
him. 

“You horrible witch!” Mr. Slate screamed. “What have you done to 
them?” 

“Pve halted your production and given your miners a rest,” she 
explained. “You will get your employees back as soon as you show us the 
girl.” 

“No!” the dwarf yelled. “I won’t let you take her from us!” 

“Mr. Slate, please don’t make this any more difficult than it needs to 
be,” Madame Weatherberry said. “I wouldn’t enjoy turning your coal mine 
into a fertilizer plant, but I’m certainly not above it.” 

She gave the dwarf no choice. Mr. Slate climbed down from the 
observation deck and begrudgingly guided his visitors to the back of the 
cavern. They followed him into a long tunnel that snaked even deeper into 
the mountain and ended at a small cave. Unlike the other parts of the mine, 
the sequestered cave sparkled like the night sky because the floor was 
covered in piles of diamonds, rubies, sapphires, and every other gem 
imaginable. 


In the back of the small cave was a girl of about twelve, with bright 
green eyes, beautiful brown skin, and black curly hair. She wore a dress 
made from a burlap sack and sandals made from wood and rope. The girl 
stood behind a workbench that was illuminated by a jar of fireflies. 

Piece by piece, the girl selected coal from a cart beside her bench, closed 
her eyes, and concentrated as she squeezed it. When she opened her hand, 
the piece of coal had transformed into a colorful gem, and she tossed it into 
the pile it belonged to. Brystal and Xanthous were mesmerized by her 
process and they watched her for several moments before she noticed she 
had company. 

“Who are you?” she asked, wary of her unexpected guests. 

“Hello, Emerelda, my name is Madame Weatherberry,” the fairy said. 
“Tt’s so great to finally meet you.” 

Madame Weatherberry approached the workbench to greet Emerelda 
with a handshake, but the girl didn’t accept it. Instead, Emerelda folded her 
arms and looked Madame Weatherberry up and down with a dirty scowl. 

“What are you doing in my cave?” she asked. 

“They’re witches and they demanded to see you,” Mr. Slate said. “I’m 
sorry, Em, they gave me no choice.” 

“Actually, we’re not witches,” Madame Weatherberry corrected him. 
“We’re fairies and we’re here to save you.” 

“Save me?” Emerelda was offended by the notion. “Papa, what’s this 
woman talking about? What does she think she’s saving me from?” 

“Papa?” Madame Weatherberry was surprised to hear. “Why does she 
call you Papa?” 

“Because I raised her,” Mr. Slate said. “We’re not holding her hostage— 
this is her home! Her parents abandoned her when she was just an infant 
and I found her crying in the woods. Of course, I didn’t realize she was 
magical until I brought her back to the mine. My plan was to find her a nice 
human home, but then everything she got her hands on turned into jewels.” 

“So you decided to keep her and profit from her magic,” Madame 
Weatherberry accused. 

“No, to protect her!” Mr. Slate exclaimed. “Can you imagine what 
would happen if humankind found out she existed? Their greed has no 
bounds! Kings would go to war to get their hands on a child who can turn 
coal into diamonds! She’d never have a moment of peace until the day she 


died! Yes, we make a nice living off of Emerelda’s creations, but at least 
she’s safe with us!” 

Brystal could tell Madame Weatherberry was embarrassed for 
misjudging the situation, because she paused for a few moments before 
saying another word. 

“Mr. Slate, I apologize for the misunderstanding,” she said. “But the 
mine isn’t the only place she can be protected. In fact, there’s only one 
place I know of that can guarantee her safety, that is, until she learns to 
protect herself.” 

Madame Weatherberry leaned down so she could look into Emerelda’s 
eyes. 

“Pm starting an academy of magic,” she explained. “I’m going to teach 
young fairies like you to control and expand their abilities. I’ve traveled all 
this way because I’m hoping you’! want to join us.” 

Emerelda raised an eyebrow at Madame Weatherberry, like it was the 
dumbest idea she had ever heard. 

“Why would you start a school of magic?” she asked. “The world hates 
magic!” 

“That’s exactly why I’m starting it,” Madame Weatherberry said. “After 
my students are properly trained, our plan is to travel around the world and 
use our magic to help people. Hopefully, humankind will recognize our 
good deeds and learn to accept us, so little girls like you will never have to 
hide in caves again.” 

Brystal and Xanthous watched Emerelda closely, hoping she would be 
intrigued by Madame Weatherberry’s offer, but she remained just as 
defensive as before. 

“T’m not interested,” she said. 

“Are you sure?” Madame Weatherberry asked. “This is a very big 
opportunity. Would you like some time to consider it?” 

“I don’t need to consider anything,” Emerelda snapped. “Why would I 
want to use my magic to help humankind? Like my papa just said, 
humankind is awful! All they do is make life difficult for other species!” 

“Well, I wont argue with that,’ Madame Weatherberry said. 
“Humankind is a flawed race, but unfortunately, as long as they have the 
numbers and resources to stay in power, their acceptance of us is the key to 
our survival. If the magical community doesn’t do something to improve 


our relationship with humanity, we risk extinction. Showing them kindness 
is the first step in changing their perception of us.” 

“Humans don’t deserve kindness!” Emerelda said. “My parents were 
human and they left me to die when I was just a baby! What kind of 
monsters would do that to their own child?” 

“We all have our scars, Emerelda, but that doesn’t mean we should give 
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up. 

Madame Weatherberry slowly removed the glove covering her left arm 
and everyone in the cave gasped. Brystal had never questioned why the 
fairy wore only one glove, but now it was obvious. Madame Weatherberry’s 
left arm was skeletal and her skin was pitch-black from the tips of her 
fingers to the bottom of her shoulder, like it had been burned to the bone. It 
looked less like a human limb and more like the branch of a withering tree. 

“My family was human, too, and when they discovered my magical 
abilities, they tried to burn me at the stake,” she told them. “Luckily, there 
was a terrible storm that night and the fire didn’t last long—but I’ll never 
forget the pain as long as I live, because my family’s betrayal hurt far worse 
than the flames burning my skin.” 

After the gruesome memory was shared, Madame Weatherberry slipped 
her charred arm back into her glove. 

“Why would you want to help the people who did that to you?” 
Emerelda asked. 

“Because if we want a better world, we have to be better than the 
world,” Madame Weatherberry said. “If we let one experience destroy our 
faith in an entire species, then we’re no better than the people who hurt us. 
Just like in the magical community, there is good and evil in humanity, and 
now more than ever, they need to be reminded of the goodness in their 
hearts. Our pursuit of acceptance could be the example humankind needs to 
change its ways—it could inspire them to finally value their compassion 
over their hatred. We could create a new era where the world respects not 
just us, but those from all walks of life.” 

Madame Weatherberry’s passionate plea poked a few holes in 
Emerelda’s resistance, but it didn’t tear it down. 

“I guess I’m still valuing my hatred over my compassion, too,” 
Emerelda said. “I’m sorry you came all this way, Madame Weatherberry, 
but I won’t be attending your school. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a lot 


of work to do.” 

Emerelda returned to her workbench and continued transforming the 
coal into gems. Madame Weatherberry seemed extremely saddened by the 
girl’s decision but didn’t press the issue any further. She headed out of the 
cave, gesturing for Brystal and Xanthous to follow her. 

“We should get going, children,” she said. “I’m sure the unicorns are 
anxious for us to return.” 

Although Madame Weatherberry had accepted Emerelda’s choice, 
Brystal thought the girl was making a horrible mistake and wasn’t ready to 
give up on her. She went back to the workbench and stood in front of 
Emerelda until the girl acknowledged her. 

Emerelda rolled her eyes. “Yes?” she asked. 

“Pm just curious: How do you decide which jewel to turn the coal into?” 
she asked. 

Emerelda sighed, like her method was too complex for Brystal to 
understand. 

“T don’t decide,” she said. “Each piece of coal is unique and has its own 
energy. All I do is find the jewel inside and bring it to the surface.” 

“Interesting,” Brystal said. “So you’re doing to the coal exactly what 
Madame Weatherberry wants to do to us.” 

Emerelda scrunched her forehead. “What are you talking about?” she 
asked. 

“Even if you disagree with Madame Weatherberry’s reasons for opening 
the school, she’s still offering us a chance to become the best versions of 
ourselves. I understand how you feel about humankind, but you aren’t 
going to let them keep you from reaching your full potential, are you? 
Haven’t they taken enough already?” 

Clearly, Brystal’s words resonated with Emerelda more than Madame 
Weatherberry’s had, because the girl dropped the coal and went deep into 
thought. Brystal turned to Madame Weatherberry and the fairy beamed with 
gratitude for her assistance. The entire cave waited with bated breath for 
Emerelda to make her decision. 

“I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I can’t leave the mine,” 
Emerelda said. “The dwarfs need me and I belong with my—” 

“Em, pack your things,” Mr. Slate said. “You’re going to that school.” 

Everyone in the cave turned to the dwarf—it was the last thing they 


expected to hear coming out of his mouth. 

“What did you just say, Papa?” Emerelda asked in shock. 

“I said you’re going to that school,” Mr. Slate said. “Pll admit, Pm not 
convinced Madame Weatherberry’s plan will work, either, but the girl is 
right. This is an opportunity for you to become a better version of yourself, 
and I won’t let you turn it down.” 

“No!” Emerelda exclaimed. “The mine is my home! I’m happy here!” 

“Yes, but that won’t always be the case,” Mr. Slate said. “Eventually, 
you’re going to grow up and want more out of life. You’ll want to make 
friends and start a family, you’ll want to have fun and fall in love, and you 
wont be able to do that in a mine surrounded by dwarfs.” 

“But you need me!” she said. “You just said you profit off my magic!” 

“We’ve benefited from you long enough,” Mr. Slate said. “But you’re 
like a jewel yourself, Em—you won’t do any good hiding out in a dark 
cave. It’s time you shared your beauty with the world.” 

Emerelda tried to argue with her papa, but he wouldn’t hear another 
word from her. Tears came to her eyes as she reluctantly put her belongings 
into a small bag. Once Emerelda finished packing, Mr. Slate kissed his 
adopted daughter on the forehead and gave her a hug. 

“Pm not happy about this,” Emerelda said. “And I’m not saying good- 
bye—because this isn’t good-bye. Right, Papa?” 

“No, my child,” her papa said. “This is just the beginning.” 

Although they didn’t live in the Southern Kingdom, Madame 
Weatherberry had Mr. Slate sign a permission form just to be safe. The 
Miner Superior escorted everyone back to the main cavern and Madame 
Weatherberry awoke the miners from their sleep. Emerelda said farewell to 
the dwarfs and each of them was more dismayed to see her go than the last, 
like they were all losing a child. Mr. Slate walked his adopted daughter and 
their guests to the entrance of the mine and waved them on their way. 

“All right, children,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Let’s go home.” 








CHAPTER NINE 


-p 


Mapame WEaTHERBERRY’S ACADEMY OF 
Macic 


After leaving the mine, Emerelda tried her best to remain as unimpressed 


by Madame Weatherberry’s magic as possible. When the fairy transformed 
four field mice into unicorns, Emerelda’s eyes grew very large, but she 
didn’t make a sound. When Madame Weatherberry removed the brooch 
from her gown and turned it into a golden carriage, Emerelda’s breathing 
increased, but she didn’t say a word. However, as the unicorns transported 
them across the Southern Kingdom at extraordinary speed, Emerelda was 
having a difficult time concealing her amazement. 

“Tsn’t this spectacular!” Xanthous said. “If you whip your head around 
really fast like this, you can catch a glimpse of the land.” 

The boy gave Emerelda an example, and she almost tried it herself, but 
then she remembered to keep her appearance unenthusiastic. Brystal 
giggled at Emerelda’s failing facade. 

“You know, it’s okay to be a little excited,” Brystal said. “No matter 
what we see or do, nothing will ever make the mine any less special to 
you.” 

Emerelda pursed her lips to suppress a smile, but it surfaced anyway. 

“All right, I admit this is pretty amazing,” she said. “For fun, the dwarfs 
and I used to race runaway carts through the mine, but they never went as 
fast as this. How are the unicorns doing it?” 

“They’re compelled by magic,” Madame Weatherberry explained. “Not 
only are unicorns the fastest animals on the planet, but they also always 
know their passengers’ exact destination and the quickest route to get 
there.” 

“Are we Close to the academy?” Emerelda asked. 

“Tt’ll take a couple of hours to reach the Southern Kingdom’s eastern 
border, then it’s just a short distance through the east In-Between,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. “We should arrive just before sunset.” 

“We aren’t getting out of the carriage again, are we?” Xanthous asked. 


“Unfortunately not,” Madame Weatherberry said. “As much as I would 
love to teach you another lesson at the expense of a hostile creature, there’s 
a special path in the forest the unicorns know to take.” 

“Madame Weatherberry? I keep forgetting to ask, but what is the 
academy?” Brystal inquired. “Is it a house? A cabin? A cave?” 

Madame Weatherberry smiled playfully as she thought about her 
academy. “You’ll see,” the fairy said. “Some things in life are better seen 
than described.” 

A couple of hours later, the golden carriage approached the eastern 
border of the Southern Kingdom. Just like the western border, the thick 
forest of the In-Between grew along the eastern border like a gigantic, 
twisted fence. The trees were so close together there was barely room for a 
person to walk between them, but the unicorns charged ahead. They found 
an opening Brystal would never have spotted on her own and the steeds 
pulled the golden carriage onto a narrow road. 

As they traveled through the In-Between, the unicorns slowed down to 
guide the carriage safely down the winding path. Brystal was unsettled by 
the eerie sights of the dark forest outside her window. She expected a 
ferocious animal or monstrous creature to jump out from the darkness and 
attack their carriage at any moment. Brystal figured Xanthous and Emerelda 
were feeling the same way, because both her companions had covered their 
eyes and sunk in their seats. Unsurprisingly, Madame Weatherberry wasn’t 
affected by their frightening surroundings at all. The fairy kept a confident 
and watchful eye on the trees passing by, like she was prepared for whoever 
or whatever might cross their path. 

Time seemed to move much slower in the In-Between than it had in the 
Southern Kingdom, but eventually the golden carriage came to an abrupt 
stop. Brystal, Emerelda, and Xanthous looked out the window and saw that 
the unicorns had stopped because the road was blocked by a massive hedge 
wall. The strange plant was taller than the trees and stretched for miles in 
both directions. The leaves and branches were so thick the hedge was 
practically solid. 

“We’re here,” Madame Weatherberry said cheerfully. 

Her students had no idea what the fairy was talking about. The longer 
the unicorns stayed put at the dead end, the more they felt like sitting ducks 
in the dangerous forest. 


Suddenly, the hedge started to shake and snap. The leaves and branches 
slowly parted to form an arch that was wide enough for the carriage to fit 
through. The unicorns moved under the arch and entered a long leafy tunnel 
that cut through the thick hedge. The passageway went on for several 
hundred feet and the children were amazed by how dense the hedge was. It 
was so dark in the tunnel Brystal couldn’t see her hands in front of her face. 

“Madame Weatherberry, what is this?” Brystal asked. 

“Just a little barrier I planted around the property to protect the 
academy,” Madame Weatherberry said. 

“A little barrier?” Xanthous asked. “This shrub is enormous!” 

“It may seem like overgrown shrubbery, but the hedge is actually 
equipped with a very powerful spell,” Madame Weatherberry said. “It only 
opens for people and animals with magic in their blood. It’ll keep us safe 
from all the restless creatures wandering the In-Between.” 

The unicorns reached the end of the tunnel and stopped at another leafy 
wall. Beams of bright light shone into the dark tunnel as a second arch 
opened and granted the carriage access to Madame Weatherberry’s property. 
The unicorns exited the hedge barrier and their young passengers realized 
they weren’t in the creepy woods anymore. 

The golden carriage proceeded down the path into a rolling field of the 
most vibrant wildflowers the children had ever seen. The land was 
sprinkled with trees that were covered in colorful maple leaves, blushing 
cherry blossoms, and blooming magnolias. A crystal-clear lake was lined 
with weeping willows and it spilled into streams and ponds with vivid water 
lilies. The picturesque estate stretched toward a cliff overlooking a 
sparkling blue ocean, where the sun was setting in a horizon of rosy clouds. 

“T don’t believe it,” Brystal said. “It’s like we’re inside a painting!” 

“T’ve never seen so much color in my whole life!” Emerelda exclaimed. 

“We must be dead,” Xanthous said. “Our carriage crashed in the forest 
and now we’re in paradise. It’s the only explanation.” 

Madame Weatherberry was incredibly touched by the excitement in her 
student’s faces. 

“T’ve waited a long time to see smiles like those,” she said. “Many years 
of hard work have been put into developing this place. I hope it becomes as 
much your home as it is mine.” 

The carriage continued down the path, and there were more surprises at 


every turn. Brystal was mesmerized when she saw there were herds of 
unicorns grazing and frolicking throughout the fields around them. She 
looked up and noticed the sky was filled with huge colorful butterflies and 
enormous birds with long auburn feathers. 

“Look at all the unicorns in the field!” she said. “And up there! Have 
you ever seen such big birds and butterflies before?” 

“T’ve seen some pretty nasty bugs and bats in the mine, but nothing like 
those!” Emerelda said. 

Madame Weatherberry chuckled. “Actually, those aren’t butterflies or 
birds,” she said. “You might want to take a closer look.” 

Brystal, Emerelda, and Xanthous pressed their faces against the window 
for a better view. After a thorough inspection, the children realized the 
butterflies had tiny humanlike bodies and they wore clothing made from 
leaves and flower petals. The tiny creatures flew in and out of miniature 
mushroom homes along the path. The birds in question had heads and 
wings like eagles, front claws like reptiles, and hind legs and tails like lions. 
They soared through the sky like hawks and brought squirrels, mice, fish, 
and other prey to the hungry hatchlings waiting in their nests. 

“What the heck are those things?” Xanthous asked. 

“They’re pixies and gryphons,” Madame Weatherberry said. “And 
they’re both easily offended, so make sure you never call them bugs and 
birds to their faces.” 

“So they still exist?” Brystal asked. “In The Truth About Magic you 
wrote that humankind had hunted all the magical animals into extinction.” 

“And they nearly did,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Fortunately, I was 
able to find survivors and save a few species before they were lost forever. 
It was safer to let humanity go on believing they had all been annihilated. 
Sadly, I wasn’t able to rescue all the magical animals that used to roam the 
earth. This property is as much a sanctuary for the pixies, the gryphons, and 
the unicorns as it is for us.” 

Emerelda gasped and pointed out the window. 

“Ts that what I think it is?” she asked. 

Brystal and Xanthous looked in the direction Emerelda was referring to 
and had the same reaction. 

In the distance, perched on the edge of the cliff overlooking the ocean, 
was a golden castle. The castle had tall pointed towers and hundreds of 


wide windows, and the entire structure sparkled in the sunlight. The 
carriage continued on the path through the property and stopped at the 
castle’s front steps. Madame Weatherberry escorted the children outside and 
gestured excitedly to the castle before them. 

“Welcome to Madame Weatherberry’s Academy of Magic!” the fairy 
said. “What do you think of the new name? I decided less was more.” 

Brystal, Xanthous, and Emerelda didn’t respond because they were 
completely overwhelmed by the dazzling structure in front of them. 
Madame Weatherberry was right—some things in life were better seen than 
described. Even after all the incredible books she had read in the library, 
Brystal doubted words could ever explain the castle’s magnificent 
appearance or the exhilarating feeling it gave her. It was difficult to believe 
something so beautiful existed in the world, but the castle never faded from 
her view. 

Madame Weatherberry clapped her hands and the unicorns were 
released from their reins. The steeds galloped into the nearby field and 
joined their grazing herd. She snapped her fingers to shrink the golden 
carriage to a brooch again, and pinned it to her gown. The castle’s giant 
front doors opened and two little girls and an old woman came outside to 
greet the new arrivals. 

The first little girl was about ten years old and wore a dress made from 
dripping patches of honeycomb. Her bright orange hair was styled into a 
beehive and it was home to a live swarm of bumblebees. The second little 
girl also looked ten years old, and she wore a navy robe over a sapphire 
bathing suit. Instead of hair, a continuous stream of water flowed down her 
body and evaporated as it reached her feet, like she was a walking waterfall. 
The old woman was dressed much more simply than the girls and wore a 
plum dress with a matching apron. She had grayish-violet hair in a messy 
bun, but other than the unusual hair color, her appearance wasn’t as magical 
as the others’. 

“Children, I’d like you to meet Miss Tangerina Turkin, Miss Skylene 
Lavenders, and the academy’s housekeeper, Mrs. Vee,’ Madame 
Weatherberry said. “Girls, these are our new students Brystal Evergreen, 
Emerelda Stone, and Xanthous Hayfield.” 

Mrs. Vee was ecstatic to see the newcomers. She hurried down the front 
steps and gave each of them a huge bear hug, rocking them back and forth. 


“I don’t mean to invade your personal space—but I’m just so happy I 
could burst!” Mrs. Vee said with tearful eyes. “Madame Weatherberry has 
been dreaming of opening an academy for so long and the day is finally 
here! I hope you’ve all brought an appetite because I am cooking up a feast 
in the kitchen! Does anyone have any allergies or dietary restrictions I 
should know about?” 

Brystal, Emerelda, and Xanthous all shrugged and shook their heads. 

“Well, that’s a big relief,” Mrs. Vee said. “Tonight I’m serving one of my 
specialties; gryphon potpie. HA-HA! I’m just kidding! Oh, you should have 
seen the looks on your faces! I would never cook something like that. 
Besides, gryphons are way too fast to catch. HA-HA! Got you again! But in 
all seriousness, I couldn’t be more thrilled to have you. Now if you’ll 
excuse me, I better get back to the kitchen before dinner grows legs and 
runs away. HA-HA! Actually, that one is based on a true story. I’ll see you 
inside!” 

Mrs. Vee hurried back up the front steps and dashed into the castle. 
Brystal, Xanthous, and Emerelda were slightly terrified after meeting the 
animated housekeeper and looked to Madame Weatherberry for 
reassurance. 

“Don’t worry, Mrs. Vee’s cooking is much better than her comedy,” she 
said. 

Although the housekeeper seemed eccentric and goofy, Brystal, 
Xanthous, and Emerelda appreciated her attempt to welcome them to the 
academy. Tangerina and Skylene, however, stayed on the castle’s front steps 
and eyed the newcomers like they were competition of some kind. Brystal 
sensed the tension and tried to break the ice. 

“I love what you both are wearing,” she said. “Are you students, too?” 

Tangerina and Skylene both grunted, insulted by Brystal’s comment. 

“We’re apprentices,” Tangerina said in a condescending tone. 

“What’s the difference?” Brystal asked. 

“We apprentice things,” Skylene said, like it was obvious. 

Brystal, Xanthous, and Emerelda looked to one another to see if Skylene 
made sense to anyone else, but no one knew what the girl was talking 
about. Tangerina was embarrassed by her friend’s remark and quickly 
pulled her aside. 

“Skylene, I told you to let me do all the talking when the newbies 


showed up,” she whispered. 

“Oh, I thought you said new bees,” Skylene whispered back. “I thought 
you were finally doing something different with your hair.” 

“You never listen!” Tangerina said. “You’ve got too much water in your 
ears!” 

Skylene tilted her head to the left and the right, and sure enough, over a 
gallon of water poured out from both ears. Tangerina rolled her eyes at her 
friend and turned back to the newcomers. 

“As I was saying, apprentices are much more advanced than students,” 
she explained. “We’re going to assist Madame Weatherberry as she teaches 
the three of you to use your magic. And now that you’re here, I can see 
she’s going to need all the help she can get.” 

“Tangerina, be nice to the new students,’ Madame Weatherberry said. 
“We’ll all be learning and growing together, no matter how advanced some 
of us might be. But we can discuss all of that during our first lesson 
tomorrow. In the meantime, let’s give our new recruits a tour of the castle 
while Mrs. Vee finishes preparing dinner.” 

The fairy escorted her students and apprentices up the front steps and 
through the castle’s front doors. Brystal’s mouth dropped open at her first 
glimpse of the castle’s interior because it was just as breathtaking as the 
exterior. The entrance hall had shimmering white walls, sparkling silver 
floors, and golden pillars that stretched into a towering ceiling above them. 
In the center of the hall was a gigantic tree that grew crystal leaves and 
blossoms. An elegant staircase curled around the tree and the steps floated 
in midair as the stairs spiraled toward the upper levels of the castle. 

“This castle is one of the last magical residences left,’ Madame 
Weatherberry said. “The majority of them were destroyed when King 
Champion I declared that magic was a crime. I inherited the estate from my 
family and I’ve kept it hidden and protected ever since. It’s very important 
that none of you leave the property without me. As you know, the In- 
Between is full of people and creatures who would like to harm us.” 

Something about Madame Weatherberry’s warning didn’t sit well with 
Brystal. 

“Madame Weatherberry>?” she asked. “I thought you said your family 
was human?” 

The fairy was pleasantly surprised by Brystal’s attention to detail. 


“Oh, I forgot I mentioned that,” Madame Weatherberry said. “While my 
birth family were human, I was referring to the fairies who adopted me and 
taught me to develop my magic. You see, the magical community is lucky 
because we get to create new families if our relatives forsake us. The six of 
us may not be related by blood, but with time, I hope we’ll regard each 
other as a chosen family.” 

Since they had all just met, it was hard for Brystal to picture becoming 
that close with the other students. Still, it was nice to imagine someone 
could fill the void created by leaving her mother and brothers behind. 

“Now, if you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to the sitting room,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. 

The fairy led them down a corridor to the right of the entrance hall and 
they entered a spacious room with silk sofas and tufted lounge chairs. The 
walls were covered in floral wallpaper and decorated with the heads of 
horned animals. Once they stepped inside the sitting room, the flowers and 
vines in the wallpaper became three-dimensional and a flowery aroma filled 
the air. The deer and elk heads mounted on the walls also came to life and 
snacked on the plants growing around them. 

“Be careful around the decorative heads—they like to bite,” Madame 
Weatherberry warned. “Moving on, the dining room is just around the 
corner.” 

Down the hall from the sitting room was another large room with a table 
made from a wide, flat rock. The dining room was illuminated by a cluster 
of glowing moonstones that hovered over the table like a chandelier. The 
walls were dark and decorated with twinkling lights so the room looked like 
a starry night sky. As Brystal examined the lights, she screamed when a 
shooting star suddenly shot across the ceiling. 

“Breakfast is served every morning at seven o’clock sharp, lunch starts 
at noon, and dinner begins at six o’clock,” Madame Weatherberry informed 
them. “Please be on time for meals—Mrs. Vee is a perfectionist when it 
comes to her food and she hates serving her dishes cold. The kitchen is 
through the swinging door at the end of the dining room, and Mrs. Vee’s 
chambers are just beyond that. Well, that’s everything on the first floor. 
Now, if you’ll please follow me back to the entrance hall, I’ll show you to 
my office on the second floor.” 

“But, Madame Weatherberry?” Xanthous asked. “You said this was a 


school. So where are all the classrooms?” 

“There aren’t any classrooms in the castle,” the fairy said. “Pl be 
teaching the majority of my lessons outside on the academy grounds. I’ve 
always thought fresh ideas are easier to retain with fresh air.” 

The tour returned to the entrance hall and they carefully climbed the 
floating staircase to the second level of the castle. Madame Weatherberry’s 
office was through a pair of wooden doors. Just like the cover of The Truth 
About Magic, they were engraved with the images of a unicorn and a 
gryphon. 

The office was a circular chamber with incredible views of the ocean 
and the academy property. All the furniture was made of glass, including a 
bulky desk that sat at the far end of the room. The chamber was lined with 
shelves of spell books and cabinets of potions and elixirs. The high ceiling 
was filled with white fluffy clouds that changed into the shapes of different 
animals as they bobbed up and down. Instead of fire, a stream of bubbles 
emitted from a grand fireplace and floated through the air. The entire wall 
above the fireplace was covered in a massive replica of the Map of Magic. 
To the students’ amusement, a rack of elaborate fascinators was placed by 
Madame Weatherberry’s desk, and the fairy owned a hat in every color. 

“If you ever need something, please don’t hesitate to find me in here,” 
Madame Weatherberry said. “However, on the rare occasion I’m called 
away from the academy, my office is off-limits to students. Well, if there 
aren’t any questions, I’ll show you to your bedrooms on the third floor.” 

“We have our own rooms?” Xanthous asked. 

“Oh yes,” Madame Weatherberry said. “The castle has seven bedrooms 
and counting.” 

“What do you mean and counting?” Emerelda asked. 

“It’s one of the many perks of living in a magical residence,’ Madame 
Weatherberry explained. “The castle grows extra bedrooms based on the 
number of residents, and it usually designs the chambers around the 
occupants’ specific needs. There were only bedrooms for Tangerina and 
Skylene on the third floor when I left the castle to recruit you, but there 
should be one for each of you now. Shall we take a look?” 

The students eagerly followed Madame Weatherberry up the stairs to a 
long corridor on the third floor. Just as she predicted, the corridor had five 
doors, and the latter three looked much newer than the first two, like the 


corridor had recently been renovated. 

As they passed the first door, the students peered inside Tangerina’s 
bedroom and instantly understood what Madame Weatherberry meant about 
the rooms being designed for the resident’s needs. All the walls and 
furniture in Tangerina’s bedroom were made of honeycomb and everything 
was drenched in honey. Just like her hair, the chamber was the home of a 
thousand buzzing bumblebees and the floor was covered with live daisies to 
provide the swarm with nectar. 

The room across the corridor from Tangerina’s bedroom belonged to 
Skylene. The chamber had no floor, and instead dropped straight into an 
indoor pool. Every inch of the room was tiled with blue porcelain, and the 
only piece of furniture was a gondola-bed floating on the pool’s surface. 

The third room in the corridor had a heavy steel door and Madame 
Weatherberry grunted as she heaved it open. 

“Xanthous, I’m assuming this one belongs to you,” she said. 

Inside, the entire room was made out of the same industrial steel as the 
door. There were no windows in the chamber and absolutely nothing was 
flammable—even Xanthous’s metal bed had foil sheets. Instead of carpet or 
tile, the floor was finished with metal grates, and instead of a ceiling, a 
brick chimney was built over the room. 

“Tt’s like a giant oven!” Xanthous said enthusiastically. “Even if I took 
off my medal, I wouldn’t hurt anyone in here!” 

“Tt’s the perfect place to blow off some steam,” Madame Weatherberry 
said. “Now, Emerelda, I believe your room is next.” 

Behind the fourth door in the corridor was a dark room with dirt walls. 
There was a four-poster bed made from stalagmites, a wardrobe constructed 
out of a mine cart, and a workbench that held stacks of coal. Emerelda 
stepped inside her room and had a dizzying moment of déja vu. 

“Tt’s just like my cave at the mine,” she said. “It even smells like dwarfs 
in here.” 

“Hopefully itll keep you from getting too homesick,’ Madame 
Weatherberry said. “Last but not least, we have Brystal’s room.” 

The fifth and final door in the corridor led to the base of a tower. There 
was a bed identical to the bed she had had in the Evergreen house and a big 
comfy armchair exactly like the ones she enjoyed at the Chariot Hills 
Library. But most amazing of all, the walls were covered with shelves of 


books from the floor to the ceiling. A display case in the corner of the room 
held over two dozen pairs of reading glasses, and like Madame 
Weatherberry’s collection of fascinators, there was a pair in every color. 

As Brystal looked around her new bedroom, her eyes filled with happy 
tears, and her heart fluttered in her chest. She scanned the titles on the 
shelves and caressed the books’ spines like she was saying hello to long- 
lost friends. 

“The Tales of Tidbit Twitch, volumes two through ten!” She was shocked 
to find them. “I didn’t even know there was one sequel, let alone nine!” 

“Oh, and look at this,’ Madame Weatherberry said, and pointed to 
another book on one of the shelves. “You even have a copy of The Truth 
About Magic. Perhaps you’|l be inspired to finish it one of these days—no 
pressure, of course. Well, children, that completes our tour of the castle. 
You’re more than welcome to inspect the other rooms and towers, but I’m 
afraid yov’ll only find a century’s worth of storage and cobwebs.” 

Suddenly, a chime rang through the castle to announce the start of 
dinner. Unlike the gong at the Bootstrap Correctional Facility, the chimes 
were pleasant and inviting, like they were announcing the start of a grand 
performance. 

“Sounds like Mrs. Vee is finally ready for us,” Madame Weatherberry 
said. “Let’s not keep her waiting.” 

The students followed Madame Weatherberry down the corridor, but 
Brystal stayed in her room for a few moments before joining them. Of all 
the astonishing things she had seen today, nothing was more beautiful than 
the sight of her very own library. 


"eo x eo! 


At dinner, the students were served a three-course meal of tomato soup, 
grilled chicken with roasted carrots, and blueberry pie. Other than the 
colorful berries and muffin Brystal ate in the golden carriage, it was the 
most delicious food she had ever tasted. She couldn’t believe she would be 
treated to three meals like this every day—it was quite a contrast to the food 
at the Bootstrap Correctional Facility. 

Over the meal, Madame Weatherberry told the new students stories 


about the obstacles she faced while starting their academy. She recalled how 
she met with the sovereigns of all four kingdoms, and despite her 
persuasive requests, was only granted permission by King Champion XIV, 
to recruit students in the Southern Kingdom. Brystal, Xanthous, and 
Emerelda were on the edge of their seats as they listened to her exciting 
tales. 

“May I have some more water?” Xanthous asked, after stuffing his face 
with a third helping of blueberry pie. 

“T can help you with that,” Skylene said. 

She leaned over the table and stuck her hand in the boy’s glass. A stream 
of water poured out of her index finger and filled his glass to the brim. 
Brystal and Emerelda were impressed by Skylene’s trick but Xanthous was 
disturbed by the liquid coming out of her body. 

“Ts there any other water?” he asked. 

Of all seven people around the table, Tangerina seemed to be enjoying 
herself the least. She grunted at everything the newcomers said and rolled 
her eyes at every question they asked. She found their curiosity about magic 
to be incredibly irritating, like they should have been more prepared before 
arriving. 

“So what do you do?” she asked. 

“Sorry?” Brystal said. 

“Well, I know you’re all here because you can do magic, but what are 
your specialties?” Tangerina asked. 

“What’s a specialty?” Brystal asked. 

Tangerina and Skylene were shocked by her ignorance. 

“A specialty is your strongest magical talent,” Tangerina explained. “It’s 
usually the trait that reveals your magic and separates you from the rest of 
the world. Bees are my specialty, water is Skylene’s, and based on his room 
upstairs, I’m guessing Xanthous’s specialty has something to do with fire.” 

“Ooooooh, that’s why his room is made of metal,” Skylene said. “I was 
hoping it had something to do with barbecue. How disappointing.” 

Tangerina ignored her friend. “As I was saying,” she went on. 
“Xanthous’s was easy to figure out, but I’m still not sure about you two.” 

Emerelda was a little annoyed by Tangerina’s need to categorize them. 
She closed her eyes, placed an open palm on the stone table, and 
transformed the whole thing into a giant amethyst. 


“That’s what I do,” she said blankly. 

Despite their best attempts to conceal it, Tangerina and Skylene were 
awestruck by Emerelda’s demonstration. 

“What about you, Brystal?” Skylene asked. “What’s your specialty?” 

“Oh, I’m not sure that I have one of those,” she said. “I’ve never done 
magic without the help of a spell.” 

“All fairies have specialties,” Tangerina said, and crossed her arms. 
“Unless your specialty is that you’re not special at all.” 

“Tangerina, please keep your stinger to yourself,” Madame 
Weatherberry reprimanded. “So far, Brystal has shown a talent for 
manifestation, and she had one of the brightest stars on my Map of Magic. 
Just because her specialty hasn’t revealed itself yet doesn’t mean it won’t 
do so very soon.” 

Madame Weatherberry gave Brystal an encouraging wink, but it didn’t 
make Tangerina’s comments any less hurtful. Without an obvious specialty, 
Brystal felt inferior to the other students and she started wondering if she 
even belonged at the academy. The embarrassment made her blush and she 
counted down the seconds until dinner was over. 

“Well, I know one thing for sure,” Mrs. Vee said. “My specialty has 
always been food, and if anyone disagrees after that meal, they can go catch 
a gryphon! HA-HA!” 

After dinner, Madame Weatherberry excused the students from the table 
and they went to their rooms to get ready for bed. Brystal was still feeling 
crummy from Tangerina’s remarks, but fortunately, she knew the perfect 
remedy to take her mind off it. She selected The Tales of Tidbit Twitch, 
Volume Two from her shelf, chose a fresh pair of reading glasses, and 
crawled into her soft bed. 

While Brystal read the sequel to her favorite book, an abrupt storm blew 
in from the ocean and soaked the academy grounds. Brystal was startled by 
the booming thunder and the flashes of lightning outside her window, but 
she wasn’t going to let the weather disturb her first night at the castle. Her 
floormates, however, weren’t so brave. 

A few minutes into the storm there was a soft knock on Brystal’s door. 

“Come in,” she called. 

The door swung open and Emerelda peeked inside with large, fearful 
eyes. 


“Sorry to bother you, Brystal,” Emerelda said. 

“Ts everything all right with your room?” Brystal asked. 

“No, everything is fine,” she said. “I’m just not used to thunder. That’s 
one of the best parts about living in an underground mine—you don’t have 
to worry about the weather. If you wouldn’t mind, I was wondering... well, 
I was wondering...” 

“You’re more than welcome to sleep here if the thunder is scaring you,” 
Brystal said. 

Emerelda sighed with relief. “Gee, thanks!” she said. “What are you 
reading?” 

“The Tales of Tidbit Twitch, Volume Two,” Brystal said. “It’s the sequel 
to my favorite book of all time. Have you heard of it?” 

Emerelda thought about it and shook her head. “Papa used to read me 
stories before bed, but I don’t remember that one.” 

“Would you sleep better if I read the first one to you?” Brystal asked. 

“Really?” Emerelda said. “Are you sure you wouldn’t mind?” 

“Not at all,” she said. “It’s on the shelf to your left.” 

Emerelda retrieved The Tales of Tidbit Twitch and joined Brystal in bed. 
Brystal opened the book to the very first page, but before she started 
reading, both girls jumped at the growling thunder outside. It was followed 
by the sound of feet frantically running down the corridor. Xanthous 
appeared in the doorway, just as startled by the weather as Emerelda had 
been. 

“Hi, girls,” Xanthous peeped. “Crazy storm, huh?” 

“Its wild,” Brystal said. “How are you holding up?” 

“Me? Oh, I’m doing great,” Xanthous said, but his panicked face told 
otherwise. “I just came to check on you two.” 

“We’re fine,” Brystal said. “Actually, Emerelda and I were just about to 
start a book, if you’re interested in hearing a story.” 

Another crack of thunder influenced Xanthous’s decision and he leaped 
into the bed with the girls. Brystal and Emerelda were tickled by his 
reaction and they made room. Brystal cleared her throat in preparation for 
reading aloud, but just as she started the first sentence, Tangerina and 
Skylene burst into her room and shut the door behind them, as if the terrible 
storm had been chasing them. 

“Hello, ladies,” Brystal said. “What seems to be the problem?” 


Tangerina and Skylene were too embarrassed to admit they were scared. 
They looked to each other, hoping the other would come up with a good 
excuse. 

“Umm... I wet the bed?” Skylene said. 

Tangerina rolled her eyes. “Skylene, your bed is always wet,” she 
whispered. 

“Oh yeah,” she mumbled back. 

“We just heard noises coming from your room and wanted to make sure 
the three of you weren’t causing any trouble,” Tangerina said. 

“Well, as you can see, we’re very well-behaved,” Brystal said. “We’re 
just about to read a book to calm our nerves.” 

“Good, I’m glad you’re not up to any mischief,” Tangerina said. “Now 
that we’ve seen you’re acting appropriately, we’ ll head back to our rooms.” 

Although she said they were leaving, neither Tangerina nor Skylene 
moved a muscle. 

“You know, just because apprentices are more advanced than students 
doesn’t mean they enjoy stories any less,” Brystal said. “You’re both 
welcome to stay with us if the storm is making you uneasy.” 

Before Tangerina or Skylene could respond, the thunder roared louder 
than before. The girls shrieked and dived into bed with the others. 

“T suppose we could stick around for a few minutes,” Tangerina said. 
“What are you reading?” 

“The Tales of Tidbit Twitch by Tomfree Taylor,” Brystal said. 

“What’s it about?” Skylene asked. 

Emerelda grunted and eyed the others threateningly. 

“If everyone would just shut up and stop interrupting her, we might find 
out,” she scolded. 

All the classmates went quiet so Brystal could start the book. 

“Once upon a time, there was a kingdom of mice,’” she read. “‘And of 
all the mice in the kingdom, none was braver than a young mouse named 
Tidbit Twitch....’” 

Brystal read the book for hours and she was delighted by what a 
captivated audience her floormates were. Eventually, all the students and 
apprentices began to fall asleep, and she marked their last page so they 
could continue the story later. 

They all slept in a pile on Brystal’s bed while they waited for the 


weather to die down. It was only their first night at the castle, but thanks to 
a thunderstorm and a good story, the children at Madame Weatherberry’s 
Academy of Magic were already acting like the chosen family their 
instructor hoped they’d become. 





CHAPTER TEN 


-p 


THe Musicians’ DAUGHTER 


The following morning, the students and apprentices gathered around the 


dining room table and laughed about their impromptu sleepover while they 
enjoyed breakfast. Even Tangerina admitted she had fun listening to Brystal 
read The Tales of Tidbit Twitch. Madame Weatherberry was delighted her 
pupils were getting along so well, but naturally, she reminded them how 
important it was to get rest on nights before their lessons, and asked them to 
save future sleepovers for special occasions. 

Halfway through breakfast, Mrs. Vee entered the dining room and 
presented Madame Weatherberry with a black envelope. 

“This just arrived for you, Madame,” Mrs. Vee said. 

The envelope immediately caught Brystal’s attention because it was 
scaled like a reptile’s skin and sealed with wax the color of dried blood. 
Madame Weatherberry went pale the minute she noticed the envelope’s 
strange texture. She opened it with a butter knife and quickly unfolded the 
message written inside. 

“The post delivers all the way out here?” Xanthous asked. 

Tangerina rolled her eyes. “It’s not from the human post, it’s from the 
magic post,” she explained. “When you place your envelope in a magic 
mailbox, and close the lid behind it, the letter is instantly transported to the 
mailbox it’s addressed to.” 

“Tt works with other small objects, too,” Skylene said, and slumped in 
her chair. “I’m still waiting for my gerbil to be sent back.” 

“Wow, instant mail,” Xanthous said. “What a concept.” 

While the others talked about the magic post, Brystal’s eyes never left 
Madame Weatherberry. She assumed the black envelope contained bad 
news because the fairy’s posture became stiff as she read it. Once she 
finished reading the note, Madame Weatherberry folded it and put it back 
into the envelope. Her eyes filled with concern and she stared off into 
space. 

“Madame Weatherberry, is something wrong?” Brystal asked. 

“Oh, not at all,” Madame Weatherberry said, but she didn’t elaborate 


further. 

“Who wrote to you?” Brystal asked. 

“Just an old friend,” she said. “Unfortunately, our mutual acquaintance 
has been battling a terrible illness, and my friend was writing to update me 
on her progress. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to write her back 
before we begin today’s lessons. PII meet you outside in just a few 
minutes.” 

Madame Weatherberry held the black envelope by the corner and a burst 
of violet flames incinerated the message. The fairy excused herself from the 
dining table and headed to her office on the second floor. Although 
Madame Weatherberry had said there wasn’t a problem, Brystal knew their 
instructor wasn’t being honest with them. Madame Weatherberry left with 
the same intensity she had expressed after Brystal mentioned the Northern 
Kingdom the day before. 

“Pm glad you asked her that,’ Skylene told Brystal. “I’ve always 
wondered who sends Madame Weatherberry those letters, but I never 
wanted to pry.” 

“You mean, they’re sent frequently?” Brystal asked. 

“Almost every day,” Skylene said. “But if you ask me, I don’t think 
they’re actually updates on her sick friend.” 

“What do you think they are?” Brystal asked. 

Skylene grinned. “I think Madame Weatherberry has a secret admirer.” 

Everyone around the dining table laughed at Skylene’s theory except for 
Brystal. She didn’t think Madame Weatherberry had an admirer, but the 
fairy definitely had a secret. 

“The last time I had a secret admirer, dragons roamed the earth! HA- 
HA!” Mrs. Vee quipped. “Get it? Because I’m old.” 

Even with an explanation, her young audience didn’t crack a smile. 

“Sorry, if all my jokes were good I certainly wouldn’t have this job! HA- 
HA!” 

The housekeeper cleared the dining table and stepped into the kitchen. 
Once she was gone, Emerelda turned to Tangerina and Skylene with a sharp 
look. 

“Are any of her jokes good?” she asked. 

Tangerina and Skylene slowly shook their heads in agony, like they had 
been victims of Mrs. Vee’s insufferable humor for too long. 


“No...” Tangerina groaned. “Not a single one...” 

After they finished breakfast, the children waited for Madame 
Weatherberry outside on the castle’s front steps. It was taking their 
instructor much longer to respond to the letter than she had estimated, and 
Brystal became even more suspicious. 

Just when they were about to check on their teacher, the students and 
apprentices heard a peculiar noise coming from a distance. It was a 
compilation of horns, drums, and cymbals that played the same quirky tune 
over and over again. They all looked toward the edge of the property, and a 
colorful caravan emerged from the hedge barrier. It was bright blue with red 
wheels and a yellow roof. Instead of the caravan being pulled by horses, a 
man and a woman sitting in the driver’s seat propelled the contraption 
forward by moving pedals with their feet. 

The strangers wore makeup and flamboyant clothing. The man had a 
mustache, a gold earring in his right ear, and a tall top hat with a large red 
feather. The woman wore a scarf over her head, several beaded necklaces, 
and a long flowing dress. As they pedaled toward the castle, the gears 
triggered instruments attached to the vehicle, and the repetitive tune was 
played. Identical signs on both sides of the caravan said: 


THE GOOSE TROUPE 


The couple steered their vehicle to the front steps of the castle and then 
pulled the brakes. When the caravan came to a complete stop, the music 
finally stopped as well. The visitors seemed relieved to see the children 
outside, but the students stared at the extravagant wagon with wide, curious 
eyes. 

“Hello there,” the man said, and tipped his top hat. “Is this Madame 
Weatherberry’s School for the Magically Inclined?” 

“Tt’s just Madame Weatherberry’s Academy of Magic now,” Tangerina 
said. 

“She decided less was more,” Skylene added. 

“Oh, that’s terrific,” the woman said, and then called into the caravan 
behind her. “Lucy, get your things! We’re here!” 


The vehicle’s back door was aggressively kicked open and a girl about 
thirteen years old jumped down from inside. She was small and plump, her 
hair was short and curly, and she had a round rosy face. The girl wore a 
black bowler hat, an oversize black jumpsuit, big black boots, and a bottle- 
cap necklace. She carried a small suitcase made from a taxidermy 
porcupine, and a canteen made from a beaver skull was draped over her 
shoulder. The odd girl scowled at the majestic castle in front of her, like she 
was greatly underwhelmed by it. 

“Well, this place is obnoxiously cheerful,” she said. 

“Excuse me, but who are you?” Tangerina asked. 

The girl turned to the students on the front steps. She glared at them with 
a raised eyebrow, like they were just as disappointing as the castle. 

“The name’s Lucy,” she said. “You don’t recognize me?” 

“Recognize you from what?” Skylene asked. 

“T happen to be a famous tambourine player,” Lucy said, and pointed to 
the sign on the caravan. “Perhaps you’ve heard of my family’s band?” 

“Wait a second,” Tangerina said with a patronizing laugh. “Your name is 
Lucy Goose?” 

The young tambourine player turned bright red and sent Tangerina a 
scathing look. 

“Tt’s pronounced Goo-say,” Lucy said. “But you would know that if you 
had any class. So why don’t you just shut your mouth and mind all that 
beeswax? Someone wearing honeycomb has no right to be that high-and- 
mighty. Ever.” 

Brystal, Xanthous, and Emerelda laughed at Lucy’s remarks before they 
could stop themselves. Tangerina was agitated and her bumblebees buzzed 
aggressively. 

“Don't listen to her, Tangerina,” Skylene whispered. “She’s dressed like 
she just came from a funeral.” 

“Pm sorry, did the walking puddle just insult my clothes?” Lucy asked. 
“PII have you know I won this hat after arm-wrestling a goblin! And I 
removed the caps on my necklace from bottles with my bare teeth! And 
then I drank them with a tribe of trolls! What’s the coolest thing you’ve 
done lately? Evaporate ?” 

The children were floored by Lucy’s comments. The girl’s parents shook 
their heads and sighed at their daughter’s rudeness. 


“Please forgive Lucy, she’s just a little nervous,” Mrs. Goose said. 
“Lucy, you promised us you were going to be nice! This is no way to make 
friends at your new school!” 

“They started it,” Lucy mumbled. 

“Hold on,” Tangerina exclaimed. “She’s staying here?” 

Mr. and Mrs. Goose glanced at each other with uncertainty. 

“Actually, that’s what we’re here to speak with Madame Weatherberry 
about,” Mr. Goose said. “Is she around?” 

“She’s in her office on the second floor,” Brystal said. “I can take you 
there if you’d like.” 

“That would be wonderful, thank you,” Mr. Goose said. 

Brystal escorted the Goose family up the front steps of the castle. Lucy 
shot Tangerina one last dirty look before stepping inside. 

“Don’t worry, honeypot,” she said. “Madame Weatherberry doesn’t want 
someone like me at her school. Pll be out of your sticky hair before you 
know it.” 

The Gooses followed Brystal into the entrance hall and up the floating 
Stairs to the second floor. As they went, Lucy winced at everything she saw, 
like the castle was so ugly it hurt her eyes. Brystal knocked on Madame 
Weatherberry’s door and peeked inside. The fairy was pacing in front of her 
bubbling fireplace, obviously troubled by something. 

“Madame Weatherberry?” Brystal said. 

The fairy wasn’t expecting company and jumped at the sound of her 
name. 

“Yes, Brystal?” she asked. 

“There are people here to see you,” Brystal said. “They’ve brought their 
daughter to the castle hoping you’|l take her as a student.” 

“Oh, really?” Madame Weatherberry was surprised to hear it. “Very 
well, please show them in.” 

Brystal ushered the Gooses into the office and then left to give the 
family privacy as they talked with Madame Weatherberry. She figured the 
conversation would delay lessons even further, so Brystal headed to her 
bedroom to retrieve a book to pass the time. 

As she searched her shelves, Brystal heard a peculiar murmur coming 
from somewhere nearby. She followed the sound like a dog following a 
scent and realized it was coming from behind the books on a bottom shelf. 


Brystal moved the books off the shelf and found a small hole in the wall 
behind them. Curious, Brystal peeked through the hole and discovered it 
peered directly into Madame Weatherberry’s office on the second floor 
below. 

She saw that Mr. and Mrs. Goose were sitting across from Madame 
Weatherberry at her glass desk. Lucy wandered around the office and 
inspected the fairy’s belongings while the adults chatted, but the girl didn’t 
seem impressed by anything she found. Brystal didn’t want to snoop on the 
family’s conversation, but Mrs. Goose said something that instantly caught 
her attention. 

“Tt all started with the ravens,” she said. “That’s when we knew Lucy 
was going to be special.” 

“The ravens?” Madame Weatherberry asked. “Oh my.” 

Mrs. Goose nodded. “While I was pregnant with Lucy, the birds started 
showing up outside our home. We figured they were passing by as they flew 
south for the winter, but even as the seasons changed, the ravens stayed. 
The larger Lucy grew in my womb, the more ravens flocked to our house. 
My husband did everything he could to get rid of them, but they never left. 
The night I went into labor, all the birds started screeching outside. It was 
deafening and maddening to listen to! But as soon as Lucy was born, all the 
ravens flew away. To this day we don’t know what they were doing there.” 

Madame Weatherberry rubbed her chin as she listened to the story. 
Brystal could tell the fairy knew exactly what the birds were doing at their 
house, but she didn’t want to share that information just yet. 

“How interesting,” Madame Weatherberry said. “I imagine even stranger 
phenomena began happening shortly after she was born.” 

“Strange to say the least,” Mr. Goose said. “And it continued through 
her childhood. It was all very eerie but harmless for the most part. The 
button eyes on her stuffed animals turned into real eyes and watched us as 
we moved around the house. We had to put a cover over Lucy’s crib 
because she would levitate when she took naps. If we turned our back to her 
while she was taking a bath, we’d find the whole tub suddenly filled with 
frogs.” 

“The instances were inconvenient but simple enough to handle back 
then,” Mrs. Goose said. “But lately, things have gotten completely out of 
hand. We’re traveling musicians and have performed all over the world, but 


there are places we can never return to because of the things Lucy has 
done.” 

“Such as?” Madame Weatherberry asked. 

“For instance, this one night we were performing at a pub in the Western 
Kingdom,” Mr. Goose recalled. “The crowd had a lot to drink and became 
rowdy. They started booing us and Lucy got upset. She shook her fist at 
them and all the alcohol turned into dog urine! People were gagging and 
vomiting all over the pub.” 

“Another time, we were performing a private show for aristocrats in the 
Northern Kingdom,” Mrs. Goose recalled. “Lucy was in the middle of a 
tambourine solo when a duchess in the front row began to yawn. It hurt 
Lucy’s feelings and the duchess’s braids suddenly turned into snakes!” 

“A few months ago, we were performing in a small theater in the 
Southern Kingdom,” Mr. Goose said. “At the end of the night, the owner of 
the theater refused to pay us. He claimed our instruments were out of tune 
and hurt the audience’s ears. As we drove off, the whole theater imploded 
behind us, as if it had been flattened by an earthquake! But all the buildings 
nearby stayed perfectly intact.” 

“My word,” Madame Weatherberry said. 

“For the record, I’m proud of that last one,” Lucy said. “That jerk had it 
coming.” 

“Luckily, no one has suspected any of these things were Lucy’s fault,” 
Mrs. Goose said. “Nonetheless, our act is gaining a reputation for tragedy. 
We’re worried people are going to realize what Lucy is and try to hurt her.” 

“That’s why we’ve brought her here,” Mr. Goose explained. “We love 
our Lucy more than anything, but we can’t take care of her anymore. It’s 
just too much for us.” 

Brystal knew this must be heartbreaking for Lucy to hear. The girl 
stopped searching through Madame Weatherberry’s things and went very 
still. She turned and gazed at the bubbles in the fireplace, so the adults 
wouldn’t see the tears forming in her eyes. 

“How did you learn about my academy?” Madame Weatherberry 
inquired. 

“My brother is a minstrel for royalty in the Eastern Kingdom,” Mrs. 
Goose said. “He was hiding in the next room when you recently visited 
Queen Endustria. He heard you discussing plans for your academy of magic 


and how you asked the queen for permission to recruit students in her 
kingdom. He knows about our troubles with Lucy and wrote to us 
immediately to tell us about your school. We’ve spent the last three days in 
the In-Between looking for it.” 

“I see,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Well, Mr. and Mrs. Goose, forgive 
me, but I have to be very frank with you. My academy isn’t designed for 
students like your daughter. The gathering of macabre animals at her birth, 
the unsettling phenomena that occurred when she was younger, and the 
problems she’s been causing lately are not expressions of magic.” 

Mr. and Mrs. Goose looked to each other and both let out a long, 
exasperated breath. 

“We’re painfully aware of that, Madame Weatherberry,” Mr. Goose said. 
“There are two sides to the magical community, and it’s very clear which 
side our daughter belongs to. But we were hoping you might make an 
exception for Lucy?” 

“Please, Madame Weatherberry,” Mrs. Goose pleaded. “She’s a good kid 
who needs a good home that understands her. My husband and I just can’t 
do it anymore. We’re desperate for someone to help us.” 

The Gooses’ request wasn’t a simple matter. Madame Weatherberry 
went quiet and leaned back in her glass chair as she considered. Tears ran 
down Lucy’s round face after hearing her parents’ plea to get rid of her. 
Brystal’s heart ached as she watched Lucy wipe her tears away before 
anyone noticed them. 

After a few moments of careful consideration, Madame Weatherberry 
got to her feet and approached Lucy. She leaned down to the girl with a 
kind smile and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. 

“Tt may be a challenge, but challenges are what life is all about,” 
Madame Weatherberry said. “I would love for you to join our academy, 
Lucy. I can’t promise Pll always know how to assist you like I will the other 
students, but I promise Pll always do my best.” 

Lucy was shocked. Obviously, acceptance to Madame Weatherberry’s 
academy was the last thing she had expected—and the very last thing she 
wanted. Lucy’s parents, on the other hand, sighed with relief and embraced 
each other in celebration. 

“Wait!” Lucy exclaimed. “I can’t stay. I don’t belong here.” 

“Lucy, this is a wonderful thing,” Mrs. Goose said. “Madame 


Weatherberry will provide a much better home for you than your father and 
I ever could.” 

“But I don’t want to live at the academy!” Lucy professed. “I want to 
live with you! We’re not just a family, we’re the Goose Troupe! You can’t 
have a band without its star tambourine player!” 

“Actually, your uncle is going to join us on the road,” Mr. Goose said. 
“He’s going to take over all your solos with his fiddle.” 

“His fiddle?” She was outraged. 

Lucy pulled her parents to the side of the office to have a private word, 
but Brystal was still perfectly in earshot. 

“But, Mom? Dad? Today is my birthday,” Lucy whispered to them. 
“You can’t abandon me on my birthday!” 

“This is for your own good, Lucy,” Mrs. Goose said. “One day you’ll 
understand.” 

Mr. and Mrs. Goose kissed their daughter good-bye and profusely shook 
Mrs. Weatherberry’s hand. From her bedroom window, Brystal saw the 
couple return to their colorful caravan outside. They pedaled the vehicle 
into the distance and disappeared through the hedge barrier without a hint 
of remorse for leaving their daughter behind. Madame Weatherberry 
escorted Lucy to the third floor and Brystal peered into the corridor as they 
walked by. The castle had already created a new room for Lucy, and a sixth 
door had appeared next to Brystal’s bedroom. 

“This will be your room, Lucy,” Madame Weatherberry said. “I hope 
you'll be comfortable inside. The castle grows bedrooms based on the 
number of occupants, and the space is usually furnished for the specific 
needs of—” 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Lucy said. “Thanks a million, Madame 
Whateverberry. If you don’t mind, Pd like to be alone now.” 

Lucy entered her bedroom and slammed the door behind her. As soon as 
it was shut, Brystal and Madame Weatherberry could hear the girl sobbing 
on the other side. 

“Do you think she’ll be all right?” Brystal asked. 

“Tt isn’t going to be an easy adjustment for her,” Madame Weatherberry 
said. “I think we should postpone today’s lessons to after lunch so Lucy has 
time to get settled. Pl let the others know.” 

Madame Weatherberry left the corridor to tell the other students about 


the change of plans. Brystal stayed in her doorway and listened to Lucy cry 
in her bedroom. She knew exactly what it felt like to be rejected by a parent 
and she tried to think of a way to make her new floormate feel better. 
Brystal realized there was very little she could say to ease Lucy’s troubles, 
but perhaps there was something she could make. 

Brystal hurried down the spiral steps to the first level of the castle, down 
the hall, through the dining room, and into the kitchen. Brystal hadn’t seen 
the castle’s kitchen yet and was surprised to find it was four times the size 
of the kitchen at the Evergreen house. Mrs. Vee was in the middle of 
cooking lunch, and Brystal was taken aback by all the magic that was going 
into the meal’s preparation. 

Fruit, vegetables, spices, and utensils floated through the air. There were 
bowls that stirred ingredients on their own, food was chopped and diced by 
hovering knives, oven doors opened and closed without assistance, and 
trays of baked goods removed themselves from the oven’s heat. Mrs. Vee 
stood in the center of the kitchen and conducted the magic around her like it 
was a symphony of invisible chefs. 

“Well, hello there, dear,” Mrs. Vee said when she noticed Brystal. “What 
brings you to my neck of the woods? Did you need a snack?” 

“No, I’m still full from breakfast, thank you,” Brystal said. “Mrs. Vee, I 
was hoping I could use your kitchen to make something by myself?” 

“You mean, on your own?” Mrs. Vee asked. “You’re not trying to take 
my job, are you? Because I’m warning you, it’s not as glamorous as I make 
it look! HA-HA!” 

“Oh no, it’s just a family recipe,” she said. “I could make it in my sleep. 
Pd hate to interrupt you while you’re in the middle of cooking lunch, 
though. I promise Pll stay out of your way.” 

“Its no problem at all,” Mrs. Vee said. “Family recipes are always 
welcome unless a family is in the recipe! HA-HA! Go ahead and help 
yourself to whatever you need.” 

A little more than an hour later, Brystal carried two forks and a freshly 
baked chocolate cake to the third floor. Mrs. Vee didn’t have any birthday 
candles, so Brystal had to borrow thirteen candles from different 
candelabras and lanterns throughout the castle. Each candle was a different 
shape and color, but it did the trick. Brystal took a deep breath as she stood 
outside Lucy’s bedroom door and knocked on it with her elbow. 


“Lucy?” she said. “It’s Brystal Evergreen, the girl who showed you and 
your parents to Madame Weatherberry’s office.” 

“What do you want?” Lucy groaned from inside. 

“I have a surprise for you if you’Il just open the door,” Brystal said. 

A couple of moments later Lucy reluctantly opened her bedroom door. 
Her eyes were bloodshot from crying and she was very surprised to see the 
lit-up birthday cake in Brystal’s hands. 

“Happy Birthday!” Brystal cheered. “I hope you like chocolate.” 

Unfortunately, her floormate’s reaction was not what Brystal was 
expecting. 

“How did you know it was my birthday?” Lucy asked suspiciously. 

Brystal opened her mouth to respond, but she didn’t have any words to 
explain herself. She was so focused on cheering up Lucy, she had 
completely forgotten she only knew it was her birthday because she had 
been eavesdropping. 

“Didn’t you mention it when you arrived?” Brystal asked. 

“No,” Lucy said, and folded her arms. 

“Oh... then it must have been a lucky hunch,” Brystal said with a 
nervous laugh. “Forgive the candles. I assumed you were about thirteen, is 
that right?” 

Lucy wasn’t buying it. “You were eavesdropping on our meeting with 
Madame Weatherberry, weren’t you?” she said, and raised an accusatory 
finger. 

Brystal frantically shook her head, but it only made her seem guiltier. 

“Okay, okay, yes,” she confessed. “I admit, I was eavesdropping! I 
didn’t mean to pry, but I heard your mother talking about the ravens and I 
couldn’t look away.” 

“If we were in a goblin colony I could have your ears cut off for 
snooping!” Lucy said. 

“Look, I’m sorry for invading your privacy!” Brystal said. “I know what 
it’s like to be dumped in a strange place by a parent. I heard you say it was 
your birthday, so I thought if I baked you a cake, it might cheer you up. It 
was a mistake, so I’ll leave you alone now.” 

Brystal was furious with herself for handling the situation so poorly. She 
hurried down the corridor before Lucy had any more reasons to dislike her. 
Just as Brystal reached the stairs, Lucy stopped her. 


“Lucky for you, I’m not a girl who turns down sweets,” she called. 
“That cake smells delicious, so I’ll forgive your treachery just this once.” 

Lucy opened her bedroom and gestured for Brystal to come inside. 
Brystal was thrilled for a second chance and rushed inside the bedroom 
before Lucy changed her mind. 

As she stepped inside, Brystal had to remind herself she was entering a 
thirteen-year-old girl’s bedroom, because Lucy’s chambers looked like a 
tavern. There was a large billiard table in the center of the floor, a row of 
dartboards hung on the wall, and just above that was a big sign that said: 
PLAY HARD. WORK HARDLY. Another wall was covered in musical instruments 
and dozens of posters that advertised the Goose ‘Troupe’s past 
performances. Every corner was filled with a massive taxidermy animal that 
was a morbid hybrid of different species. Last, Brystal noticed that instead 
of chairs or a bed, the room had beanbags and a hammock. 

“Wow,” Brystal said. “This is quite a room.” 

“T’ve got eclectic tastes,” Lucy said. “That’s what happens when you 
grow up in show business. You get exposed to more than your average 
child.” 

Lucy pushed two beanbags together and the girls had a seat. Brystal held 
up the cake and Lucy closed her eyes and blew out the candles. 

“Do you see a barrel of peppermint cider anywhere?” Lucy asked. 

“Um... no,” Brystal said. 

“Dang. My wish didn’t come true.” 

Lucy leaned back in her beanbag and shoveled the chocolate cake into 
her mouth. Brystal couldn’t take her eyes off all the Goose Troupe posters 
on the wall behind her. She was fascinated by all the locations Lucy’s 
family had been to. 

“Have you really performed in all those places?” she asked. 

“Oh yeah,” Lucy bragged. “And those don’t include the underground 
circuit.” 

“What’s the underground circuit?” Brystal asked. 

“You know, the places they don’t always include on the map,” she 
explained. “Goblin colonies, troll camps, elf compounds, ogre conventions 
—you name it, the Gooses have played it! Gosh, this cake is good.” 

“And the creatures in the In-Between didn’t hurt you?” 


“Not at all,” Lucy said. “Creatures in the In-Between are so desperate 
for entertainment they wouldn’t dare. They’re also the best audiences a 
performer could ask for. Subjugated species always know how to have a 
good time.” 

“Oh, look!” Brystal said, and pointed to one of the posters. “You 
performed in Chariot Hills! That’s where I’m from!” 

Lucy clenched her teeth. “Yikes,” she said. “The Southern Kingdom is 
the worst place to perform. They’ve got all these rules about what artists are 
allowed to do. We can’t sing profanity, we can’t play loudly, we can’t dance 
crudely, everyone has to be clothed—it takes all the fun out of it! I can’t 
even bang my tambourine on my hip without being fined! Like, if that’s the 
kind of show you’re looking for—just go to church! Am I right?” 

“Pm not surprised,” Brystal said. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to be 
away from it. I would have given anything for a childhood like yours.” 

“Yeah, I’ve had some good times,” Lucy said. “I guess all my 
adventures are over now that I’m stuck in this place.” 

Lucy stopped eating and looked sadly at the floor. 

“T wouldn’t say that,” Brystal said. “You should give this place a chance. 
It might surprise you.” 

“Easy for you to say—you belong here,” Lucy said. “But you heard 
what Madame Weatherberry told my parents. The academy isn’t meant for 
children like me!” 

Brystal sighed—she understood how Lucy felt more than the girl 
realized. 

“To be honest, I’m not sure I belong here, either,” she said. “All of 
Madame Weatherberry’s students have been doing magic their whole lives. 
I just recently found out I had magical abilities and I needed the help of an 
old spell to conjure anything. To make matters worse, I’m apparently the 
only fairy in the entire world who doesn’t have a specialty. Xanthous has 
his fire, Emerelda has her jewels, Skylene has her water, and Tangerina has 
her—” 

“Charm?” Lucy asked sarcastically. 

“Don’t worry about Tangerina,” Brystal said. “She grows on you after a 
while.” 

“So does fungus.” 

“Back to my point,” Brystal continued. “You’re not the only person who 


feels like they shouldn’t be here. I know it seems like Madame 
Weatherberry made a mistake, but I doubt she would open her doors for us 
if she didn’t genuinely think she could help us.” 

“But at least you’re a fairy,” Lucy said. “I’m a witch, Brystal! That 
means my heart is full of darkness and all my powers are fueled by evil 
that’s growing inside me! You have no idea what it’s like to know that one 
day, no matter what I do, Pm going to become an ugly and mean old hag! 
I’m going to spend my adulthood cursing people and collecting cats! And I 
don't even like cats!” 

The thought made Lucy burst into tears. She rapidly scooped the cake 
into her mouth to drown her sadness, and within a couple more bites, she 
had finished the whole plate. Brystal dried Lucy’s tears with the corner of 
her gray-and-black-striped dress. 

“Tf it makes you feel better, I don’t think you’re a witch,” Brystal said. 

“Are you crazy?” Lucy asked. “Madame Weatherberry specifically said 
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“Madame Weatherberry never said you were a witch,” Brystal said. “She 
just said her academy isn’t meant for students like you, and that could mean 
a number of things! Besides, if you had evil and darkness in your heart, 
there’s no way you would enjoy performing as much as you do. It takes way 
too much joy and excitement to make audiences happy.” 

Lucy nodded along. “And exceptional talent.” She sniffled. “Don’t 
forget exceptional talent.” 

“Exactly,” Brystal said. “A wicked old witch would never have that in 
her.” 

Lucy wiped her nose on Brystal’s sleeve and shrugged. “I suppose so,” 
she said. “If you don’t think I’m a witch, then what the heck am I? What’s 
causing all the creepy stuff that happens around me?” 

Brystal tried her best to think of something to put the troubled girl at 
ease. 

“Maybe you’re just a fairy with a specialty for trouble,” she said. 

Lucy thought the suggestion was so ridiculous the corner of her mouth 
curled into a tiny grin. Brystal was glad to give Lucy her first smile at the 
academy. 

“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve heard,” Lucy said. “But I appreciate the 
effort.” 


“Personally, I think life is way too complicated for anyone’s fate to be 
set in stone,” Brystal said. “Take it from me. In the last month I’ve gone 
from being a schoolgirl to a maid to a prisoner to a correctional facility 
inmate, and now I’m studying to become a fairy!” 

“Whoa,” Lucy said. “And I thought my life was eventful.” 

“Pm just saying nothing is certain until it’s certain,” Brystal said. “In 
fact, whether you become an ugly and mean old witch or not, there’s only 
one thing we know for sure.” 

“What’s that?” Lucy asked. 

“Tangerina and Skylene won’t think any differently of you.” 

Without missing a beat, Brystal and Lucy both erupted in laughter. They 
chuckled so hard their stomachs hurt and happy tears ran down their faces. 

“Boy, they must hate my guts,” Lucy said. “Well, despite my intentions, 
I’m glad I made at least one friend today. Thanks for being so nice to me, 
Brystal. Something tells me we’re going to be partners in crime for a very, 
very long time.” 

“Me too, Lucy,” Brystal said. “Me too.” 





CHAPTER ELEVEN 
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M AGICLEXIA 


Linch was uncomfortably quiet at the academy. Lucy sat by herself at the 


far end of the table to keep her distance from the others and didn’t say a 
word for the entire meal. She picked at her food and occasionally looked up 
at her new classmates with a suspicious glance, almost daring them to 
provoke her. Tangerina and Skylene had received enough of Lucy’s insults 
for one day, so the girls remained silent and purposely avoided making eye 
contact with her. 

Brystal tried to defuse the tension with harmless conversation topics, but 
no one was interested in what she had to say. Her efforts were distracted 
when Mrs. Vee entered the dining room and presented Madame 
Weatherberry with a second scaly black envelope. 

“Another letter has arrived for you, Madame,” she said. 

The new message made Madame Weatherberry more anxious than the 
first. Before anyone could ask about her alleged “sick friend,” their teacher 
got to her feet and headed out of the room with the mysterious letter in 
hand. 

“We’ll begin our very first lesson in just a few minutes,” Madame 
Weatherberry called behind her as she hurried out of the dining room. “PI 
meet you outside.” 

After lunch, the students and apprentices followed Madame 
Weatherberry’s instructions and gathered around the castle’s front steps. 
However, just like earlier, their teacher was taking her time before joining 
them. The students became more impatient the longer they waited. 

“I’m starting to think we’re never going to learn anything at this 
academy,” Emerelda said. 

“What’s taking her so long?” Xanthous asked. “You don’t think she’s 
reconsidering the academy, do you? I wouldn’t have anywhere to go if she 
shut it down!” 

“Will you both calm down,” Tangerina said. “Madame Weatherberry is 
probably keeping us waiting for a reason. It’s like the classic phrase goes: 
When the student is ready, the teacher appears.” 


“T was ready forty-five minutes ago,” Emerelda said. “This is getting 
rude.” 

“The patient bird gets the worm,” Skylene said with a confident nod. 
“That’s another classic phrase.” 

Tangerina rolled her eyes and pulled her friend aside. 

“Skylene, the phrase is The early bird gets the worm,” she said. “It’s 
supposed to encourage people to wake up early.” 

“Oh,” Skylene said. “But that’s not very encouraging for an early 
worm.” 

As they waited, Brystal kept her attention on the windows of Madame 
Weatherberry’s office. She stood on her tiptoes, hoping to catch a glimpse 
of what their teacher was up to, but she couldn’t see anything. When she 
eventually gave up, Brystal noticed that Lucy was still keeping her distance 
from the others. The musicians’ daughter sat on a boulder a few yards away 
from the castle’s front steps and watched her classmates like they were 
infected with a plague. Brystal felt sorry for Lucy and sat beside her on the 
boulder to keep her company. 

“They aren’t going to bite you, you know,” Brystal teased her. 

“Oh, I know,” Lucy said. “I just don’t want any of them to get too 
attached, you know, in case this academy doesn’t work out for me. People 
form quick bonds with celebrities.” 

Brystal laughed. “That’s very considerate of you,” she said. “I was 
worried you were being anti-social.” 

“Not at all,” Lucy said. “So tell me more about these clowns we’re 
working with. What’s the dynamic I’m stepping into?” 

“To be honest, Pm not sure,” Brystal said. “I just met everyone 
yesterday. Tangerina and Skylene have been at the academy the longest. 
Technically, they’re Madame Weatherberry’s apprentices because they’re 
more advanced than students—it was the first thing they mentioned to us. 
Madame Weatherberry found them when they were both very young, after 
they had been abandoned.” 

“Can’t say I blame their families,” Lucy said. “What about Emerelda? 
What’s her story?” 

“Emerelda was also abandoned when she was just an infant,” Brystal 
said. “She was raised by dwarfs in a coal mine. Emerelda didn’t want to 
come to the academy but her father made her go.” 


“Raised by dwarfs, huh? I guess that explains her short fuse and tunnel 
vision. What about the little paranoid guy? Why does he wear a medal? Did 
he win something?” 

“Tt’s called a Muter Medal,” Brystal explained. “It’s supposed to mute 
Xanthous’s magical abilities until he’s able to control them. The poor boy 
has been through the wringer! A few nights ago, Xanthous got caught doing 
something he wasn’t supposed to be doing, and his father started beating 
him. It ignited his powers and Xanthous accidentally started a huge fire that 
burned down their house, killed his father, and set most of the Northwest 
Foothills ablaze. When Madame Weatherberry and I found him, he was on 
his way to drown himself in a lake. He thought that was the only way to 
stop himself from harming people.” 

Lucy sighed with relief. “Oh, thank God,” she muttered. 

“Excuse me?” 

“Sorry, I mean how terrible,” Lucy corrected herself. “I’m just happy to 
hear there’s some drama and depth to these people. I was afraid I was stuck 
with a stone-cold pack of losers. What did Xanthous’s father catch him 
doing?” 

“I don’t know,” Brystal said. “He wouldn’t say, but I could tell it was 
something he was really ashamed about.” 

“I love a good mystery,” Lucy said, and grinned at Xanthous with 
intrigued eyes. “Give me a week and Pll pry it out of him. I’m good at 
solving cases. My parents and I used to perform at murder mystery parties.” 

Brystal looked up at Madame Weatherberry’s office and let out a long 
sigh. 

“Xanthous isn’t the only mystery around here,” she said. 

Before Lucy could inquire any further, the students and apprentices 
suddenly screamed and ran away from the castle. Sparkling lights had 
appeared around the front steps and they grew brighter and brighter, 
glimmering faster and faster. 

“What the heck is that?” Emerelda asked. 

“Tt isn’t me, I swear!” Xanthous said. “Look, I still have my Muter 
Medal on!” 

“Skylene, extinguish it with your water!” Tangerina ordered. 

“Tm not your early worm!” Skylene exclaimed. “Use your honey!” 

The sparkling lights were followed by a blinding flash of violet light, 


and all the children shielded their eyes. When they looked back, Madame 
Weatherberry had appeared, out of thin air, on the castle’s front steps, and 
she struck a theatrical pose with both hands raised in the air. Her gown was 
made entirely from clocks of all shapes and sizes. She wore a cuckoo clock 
as a fascinator, her gloved arm was wrapped in watches, and a pendulum 
swung from her belt. 

“Now that’s what I call an entrance,” Lucy whispered to Brystal. “And 
I’ve worked with a lot of divas.” 

Madame Weatherberry was delighted by all the amazed and alarmed 
expressions on her students’ and apprentices’ faces. 

“Welcome to your very first lesson,” she was happy to announce. 
“Before we begin, I have one question to ask you. Can anyone tell me what 
the difference is between a wound and a scar? Between weakness and 
strength? And between hatred and love?” 

Emerelda raised her hand. “Is it time?” she asked. 

“Correct!” Madame Weatherberry cheered. 

“How did you know that?” Tangerina asked. 

“She’s an hour late and she’s dressed in clocks,” Emerelda said. “I 
figured it was a safe bet.” 

“Time is the most complex device in the universe,” Madame 
Weatherberry went on. “It is both the problem and the solution to most of 
life’s dilemmas. It heals all wounds, but in the end, it takes us all. 
Unfortunately, time is rarely in anyone’s favor. We have too little or too 
much but never the time we want or need. Sometimes we’re born into a 
time that doesn’t value us, and too often, we let those times determine how 
we value ourselves. So for your first assignment, you are going to get rid of 
any unfavorable opinions, insecurities, or self-hatred that the times have 
instilled within you. If we are going to successfully change the world’s 
perspective of us, we must start by changing our perspective of ourselves. 
Follow me.” 

Madame Weatherberry led her students to the lake on the academy 
grounds. She placed Brystal, Lucy, Xanthous, and Emerelda at the edge of 
the water, spacing them a few feet apart from one another. 

“Take a look at your reflections in the water,” she instructed. “Now ask 
yourselves, is this the reflection of who you are or the reflection of the 
person the world wants you to be? If you could change your appearance to 


match the person inside you, what changes would you make? What would 
you need for your personality and your physicality to be one and the same? 
I want you to each close your eyes and search your soul for the answers. 
Find the qualities you value the most about yourself and the qualities that 
make you unique. Then imagine wrapping your hands around your true self 
and pull your true self to the surface with all your might. Emerelda, let’s 
start with you.” 

Being called on first made Emerelda feel vulnerable. She closed her 
eyes, let out a deep breath, and tried her best to follow Madame 
Weatherberry’s instructions. She smiled and grunted to herself as she 
mentally sorted through her good and bad qualities like a pile of laundry. 
After a minute or two of total silence, Emerelda suddenly gasped for air like 
she was coming up from a deep dive underwater. Her burlap dress stretched 
into a robe and the rough material turned into beaded strands of bright 
emeralds, and a diamond headband appeared on her forehead. 

Emerelda looked at her reflection in the lake and couldn’t believe her 
eyes. 

“This is incredible!” she said, and caressed her new clothes. “I had no 
idea my inner self looked so expensive!” 

“Well done, Emerelda,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Xanthous, why 
don’t you take off your medal and give it a try?” 

“T can’t take off my Muter Medal!” Xanthous objected. “There’s too 
many flammable objects around us!” 

“Don’t worry, I’m standing right beside you,” Madame Weatherberry 
said. “Go on.” 

Xanthous nervously removed the medal from around his neck and set it 
on the ground. Flames instantly appeared on his head and shoulders. He 
closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths to calm himself. His classmates 
could tell he was having more difficulty finding his inner self than 
Emerelda had, because Xanthous’s brow scrunched tighter and tighter as he 
searched deeper and deeper. Then, without warning, his whole body was 
engulfed in powerful flames. The fire burned for a couple moments, then 
slowly died down. When it finally diminished entirely, the others noticed 
Xanthous wasn’t wearing his patchy vest and brown pants anymore. The 
boy’s clothes had turned into a golden suit that was ablaze with a thin layer 
of fire. A trail of smoke hung off his jacket like suit tails and he wore an 


iron bow tie that was so hot it glowed. 

Xanthous stared at his reflection in the water like he was looking at a 
stranger. 

“T can’t believe it,” he said. “My whole outfit is fireproof!” 

“And very dapper,” Madame Weatherberry said with a proud smile. 

After admiring his new reflection, Xanthous quickly put the Muter 
Medal back around his neck. All the flames throughout his body 
disappeared, his bow tie cooled to a normal color, and his smoky suit tails 
blew away. 

“Way to go, Sparky,” Lucy said. “That’s a tough act to follow.” 

“Lucy, would you like to go next?” Madame Weatherberry asked. 

“No thanks, MW,” she said. “I’m actually really content with the way I 
look. It took me a long time to develop my trademark style.” 

“Well, that’s wonderful, dear,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Then that 
just leaves you, Brystal.” 

As Brystal gazed down at the Bootstrap Correctional Facility uniform in 
her reflection, it wasn’t difficult to imagine a more authentic version of 
herself. On the contrary, after a lifetime of being oppressed in the Southern 
Kingdom, Brystal was very in touch with the intelligent, respectable, and 
influential girl she had always wanted to be. She closed her eyes and 
pictured her inner self perfectly, but for whatever reason, she couldn’t bring 
her to the surface. 

“T can’t do it,” Brystal said. 

“Yes, you can,” Madame Weatherberry said to encourage her. “Just 
focus and visualize the person inside your heart.” 

“I can see the person inside my heart, but I’ve never done magic by 
myself,” Brystal said. “Is there a spell or an incantation I could recite to 
help me?” 

“Not all magic can be accomplished with spells and incantations,” 
Madame Weatherberry said. “If you want to be a successful fairy, you’ ll 
have to learn to produce it on your own. But just this once, Pl help you 
find the magic inside.” 

Madame Weatherberry twirled her finger, and suddenly, Brystal felt a 
warm and joyful sensation growing in the pit of her stomach. The feeling 
reminded Brystal of the excitement she had when reading a particularly 
good book. It grew stronger and stronger, sending chills up and down her 


limbs, and it spread through her body until she was so full she thought it 
might burst out of her skin. To Brystal’s surprise, Madame Weatherberry 
and all her classmates gasped. 

“Well, well,” Madame Weatherberry said. “It looks like Miss Evergreen 
has finally arrived.” 

Brystal opened her eyes and glanced down at her reflection in the lake. 
Her faded gray-and-black-striped uniform had turned into a sleek and 
Sleeveless pantsuit with a long train that flowed down from her waist. The 
fabric was the color of the sky and sparkled like a starry galaxy, and she 
wore a pair of matching formal gloves. Her long hair was curly, covered in 
white flowers, and styled over her right shoulder. Brystal covered her mouth 
and tears welled in her eyes at the beautiful and dignified young woman she 
had become. 

“Are you all right, sweetheart?” Madame Weatherberry asked. 

“Yes,” Brystal said, and wiped away her tears. “It just feels like I’m 
seeing myself for the first time.” 


"eo we eo! 


The following morning after breakfast, Madame Weatherberry took her 
students and apprentices to a large maple tree in the middle of the 
academy’s property. She snapped five twigs off the tree’s branches and 
placed them on the ground, then positioned her students behind them. 

“All magic can be divided into four categories: Improvement, 
Rehabilitation, Manifestation, and Imagination,” Madame Weatherberry 
explained. “From now on, each lesson will focus on developing our skills in 
these four areas. Today’s lesson will be an introduction to magical 
improvement. Over your careers as fairies, you’!l encounter many people, 
places, and objects that you’ll improve with magic—the greater the 
improvement, the more magic it will require. To begin, we’ll start with 
something very small and simple. I want each of you to transform the twig 
in front of you into something you believe is an improvement. Skylene, will 
you please give us a demonstration?” 

Skylene nodded eagerly and stepped forward. She held her right hand 
over the twig, and the students watched in amazement as it slowly morphed 


into a colorful piece of coral. 

“Good work,” Madame Weatherberry said. “By focusing on the twig, 
and simultaneously visualizing another object in her mind, Skylene has 
changed it into something she believes is an improvement. Xanthous, would 
you like to start?” 

The boy cautiously removed his Muter Medal and flames immediately 
returned to his head, shoulders, and golden suit. Xanthous hovered over the 
twig and tried his best to concentrate on how to improve it. As he 
concentrated, the twig began to swell and tum bright red. It became a 
cylinder, and a small string grew out from its top. 

“Great job, Xanthous!” Madame Weatherberry said. “You’ve 
transformed the twig into a firecracker!” 

“T did it!” he said. “I actually did it!” 

Xanthous was so proud of himself he jumped up and down in 
celebration, but he stepped too close to the firecracker, and his blazing pant 
leg accidentally ignited it. The explosion made a piercing whistle that 
echoed through the property and it shot colorful sparks in all directions. 

“Hit the deck!” Lucy yelled. 

Madame Weatherberry and her students dived to the ground and covered 
their ears. Skylene splashed the firecracker with water and it eventually 
fizzled out. Xanthous blushed and flames appeared on his cheeks. 

“Sorry about that!” the boy peeped. 

His classmates glared at him with expressions that were far more 
scorching than his flames. Xanthous swiftly put the Muter Medal back on 
before he caused any more damage and helped the others to their feet. 

“We’re off to a decent start,’ Madame Weatherberry said. “Emerelda, 
you did so well in yesterday’s assignment. Would you like to go next?” 

“Oh, this is going to be a piece of cake for me,” Emerelda said. 

She reached for the twig but Madame Weatherberry stopped Emerelda 
before she made contact. 

“We all know you can turn objects into jewels with your touch, but 
today, I’d like you to try improving the twig with your mind,” the fairy said. 

“With my mind?” Emerelda asked. 

“Yes,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Not everything we want in life will 
be within our physical reach. Sometimes we must use our imagination to 
grasp what we seek. Go on.” 


Emerelda shrugged and gave it her best try. She reached for the twig 
and, following Madame Weatherberry’s advice, imagined herself touching it 
with invisible fingertips. A few moments later, the twig began to twist and 
curl. It coiled like a snake and grew shiny, and soon the twig had become a 
beautiful diamond bracelet. Emerelda was thrilled she had managed to pull 
it off, and slid the bracelet over her wrist. 

“Well done, Emerelda,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Lucy, you didn’t 
get a chance to practice your magic yesterday. Would you like to try now?” 

“I think Pll pass,” Lucy said. “Trust me, if I could transform a stick into 
something as nice as a diamond necklace, I wouldn’t have so much 
gambling debt.” 

“Miss Goose, your talents may be different from the others’, but you’re 
here to perfect them just the same,” Madame Weatherberry reminded her. 
“Now give it your best and we’ll see what you come up with.” 

Lucy groaned and reluctantly stepped forward. She placed a hand over 
the twig and tried to magically enhance it. The twig became limber, it 
started to wiggle, and was coated in a sticky liquid. When she was finished, 
the twig had turned into a fat and slimy slug. Lucy was very impressed by 
her creation—clearly, she had expected something much worse to appear— 
but her classmates weren’t as enthusiastic. 

“You call that an improvement?” Tangerina asked. 

Before Lucy could respond, a gryphon suddenly swooped down from 
the sky and snatched the slug off the ground with its beak. 

“At least I made him happy,” Lucy said with a shrug. 

“That was excellent, Lucy,’ Madame Weatherberry said. “A slug is an 
interesting improvement, but as I always say, beauty is in the eye of the 
beholder. Now that just leaves you, Brystal.” 

Brystal took a step toward the twig and prayed she could find her own 
magic without Madame Weatherberry’s assistance. She closed her eyes and 
desperately tried to re-create the joyful sensation she had experienced the 
day before. After several moments of careful concentration, Brystal felt a 
hint of magic growing in the pit of her stomach. She focused on the feeling 
with all her might and willed it to grow stronger, all the while deciding 
which object she wanted the twig to become. She tried to think of 
something that would please Madame Weatherberry but also make Lucy 
feel better about her slug. 


Think of a caterpillar... Brystal told herself. Think of a caterpillar... 
Think of a caterpillar.... Think of a caterpillar... 

Instead of the twig turning into the adorable and plump caterpillar she 
was imagining, all the leaves on the maple tree above her suddenly 
transformed into large butterflies. The insects flew away from the branches, 
leaving the tree completely bare, and then moved through the property like 
a big fluttering cloud. Brystal, Madame Weatherberry, the other students, 
and the apprentices watched the butterflies in complete shock. 

“My word,” Madame Weatherberry said. “That was quite the 
transformation.” 

The fairy’s astonished gaze moved to Brystal and stayed there. She 
couldn’t tell what her teacher was thinking, but Brystal knew Madame 
Weatherberry was concerned and confused by the magic she had just 
witnessed. 

“Class dismissed,” Madame Weatherberry said. 


e x oe! 


Brystal had trouble sleeping that night—not just because Lucy was snoring 
like a grizzly bear next door, but because she felt like a complete failure. 
Usually, Brystal looked forward to any opportunity to learn something new 
and productive, but since each lesson turned into another embarrassment, 
Brystal was starting to dread her time with Madame Weatherberry. If her 
magical incompetence continued, she worried her days at the academy 
would be numbered. 

The next morning after breakfast, Madame Weatherberry led the 
children to a small horse stable at the side of the castle. However, instead of 
horses, the stable’s pens were occupied by magical creatures. In the first 
pen, there was a shoebox placed on a stool. The students peered into the 
box and saw a male pixie resting inside. Unfortunately, the pixie’s colorful 
wings had been torn off and lay in pieces beside him. 

The second pen held two injured unicorns. The first unicorn sat on the 
floor with cracked and chipped hooves. The second unicorn’s horn was bent 
at the end like a crowbar. Both creatures looked horribly depressed, as if 
their egos were damaged along with their bodies. 


In the third pen, a gryphon the size of a large dog lay on a pile of hay. 
His front claw was mangled and wrapped in a white bandage. He was 
hunched over and trembling from the pain the broken limb was causing 
him. Brystal didn’t know how long gryphons lived, but she assumed he was 
rather old for his species because most of his feathers had turned gray. 

“Poor things,” Brystal said. “What happened to them?” 

“The pixie flew too far from his flock and was attacked by an owl,” 
Madame Weatherberry said. “Pixies stay in large numbers to protect 
themselves. Without his wings, he’ll never be able to join his family and 
he’ll be much more susceptible to predators. The unicorns hurt themselves 
after they slid down a rocky cliff. Thankfully, their injuries aren’t critical, 
but unicorns are a prideful species and quite vain when it comes to their 
appearance. These two have been too ashamed to rejoin their herds ever 
since their incident. Sadly, the gryphon is in the third act of his life and his 
bones aren’t what they used to be. His front claw shattered after a rough 
landing. Just like birds, gryphon bones are hollow and become fragile as 
they get older.” 

“Is this an animal hospital, then?” Xanthous asked. 

“Indeed,” Madame Weatherberry said. 

“Then where are the animal doctors?” Emerelda asked. 

“We’re the animal doctors,” Madame Weatherberry said with a twinkle 
in her eye. “Today’s lesson will be your first foray into magical 
rehabilitation. The most profound ability the magical community possesses 
is the ability to heal those in pain. So this morning, you’!l each choose a 
wounded animal and use your magic to help relieve or heal their injuries. 
Tangerina, would you please give us an example?” 

Tangerina approached the first pen with a cocky bounce in her step. She 
stood in a meditative pose with open palms, and closed her eyes to 
concentrate. A dozen bumblebees flew out of her hair and zoomed toward 
the injured pixie. The oncoming swarm terrified the pixie and he frantically 
tried to climb out of the shoebox. The bumblebees landed on top of the 
pixie and held him down as they used their stingers and honey to stitch and 
seal his wings back together. 

In a matter of minutes, the pixie’s wings were as good as new and he 
blissfully fluttered into the air. The pixie hugged Tangerina’s face and 
expressed his gratitude in a high-pitched pixie language that sounded like 


gibberish to the students. Even more surprising, Tangerina apparently 
understood what the pixie was saying and replied, “You’re welcome,” in the 
strange tongue. The pixie flew out of the barn to reunite with his family, as 
the other students stared at Tangerina dumbfounded. 

“What are you looking at?” she asked defensively. 

“How did you know what to say to him?” Emerelda asked. 

“Pixien is very close to Beenglish,” Tangerina said. “Everyone knows 
that.” 

“Thank you, Tangerina,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Would anyone 
like to go next?” 

“Umm, Madame Weatherberry? May I have a word?” Lucy said, and 
pulled the fairy aside. “Look, I really appreciate your intentions to teach me 
—you’re a Swan among swine—but I don’t think I should participate in this 
lesson given my track record. These animals have been through enough 
already.” 

“That’s a wise choice, Lucy,” Madame Weatherberry said. “I must 
confess, I had the same concern. That’s why there are only four creatures in 
the stable. You can be an observer for today’s lesson. Now that that’s 
settled, why don’t we have Emerelda go next?” 

“Can I use my hands this time?” Emerelda asked. 

“Absolutely,” Madame Weatherberry said. “There is no wrong way to 
heal.” 

Emerelda inspected the animals and chose the unicorn with broken 
hooves. Leg by leg, she placed a hand on the steed’s damaged hooves and 
filled the cracks and chips with ruby. Once the hooves were fixed, Emerelda 
gave the creature diamond horseshoes to prevent the injuries from 
happening again. The unicom happily trotted in circles around the stable 
and gave Emerelda a thankful neigh. He then raced outside to show off his 
glittery new feet to his herd. 

“Outstanding, Emerelda!” Madame Weatherberry said. “And very 
clever!” 

“I don’t get it,’ Skylene said. “Why would you give a unicorn diamond 
shoes?” 

“Because diamonds are one of the hardest materials in the world,” 
Emerelda said. “They’ll protect his feet if he slides down another cliff.” 

“They’re tough and beautiful, just like you,” Madame Weatherberry said 


with a smile. “Xanthous, would you like to go next?” 

Xanthous removed his Muter Medal with a little more confidence than 
he had in the previous days. He looked back and forth between the second 
unicorn and the gryphon as he decided which creature to help. Eventually, 
he selected the unicorn, who became alarmed by the fiery boy approaching 
her. 

“It’s okay,” he whispered. “I think I know how to help you.” 

By soothing the unicorn, Xanthous also soothed himself, and the flames 
covering his body diminished on their own. Once he gained the unicorn’s 
trust, Xanthous rubbed his hands together until they glowed with heat. He 
gently touched the unicorn’s horn and it softened in his warm grip. As if it 
was clay, Xanthous shaped the horn back into its natural position and then 
blew on it until it cooled down. The unicorn licked the side of Xanthous’s 
face and then she galloped out of the stable and rejoined the herd nearby. 

“That was marvelous, Xanthous!” Madame Weatherberry exclaimed. 

Xanthous was so proud he almost forgot to put his Muter Medal back 
on. Now that he was finished, all the attention was on Brystal. Her whole 
body went tense as she worried about how her magic might betray her 
during the assignment. 

“Brystal, you’re always last but never least,” Madame Weatherberry 
said. “Can you assist the gryphon with his broken claw?” 

“TIl try my best,” Brystal said through a nervous smile. 

She stepped into the third pen and knelt beside the injured gryphon. 
Brystal closed her eyes and willed the magical sensation to return to her 
core. Just like before, she summoned the feeling to grow stronger, but this 
time, she carefully kept it from getting too strong. Once her magic was 
bubbling at what she considered a steady level, she took the gryphon’s claw 
into her hand. Brystal imagined his bones healing, his pain fading, and his 
energy returning. She pictured the gryphon in the first act of his life, freely 
flying and landing wherever he wanted without the consequences of old 
age. 

Just then, the gryphon stopped trembling and sat up much taller than 
before. He confidently puffed out his chest, looked around the stable with 
wide, vibrant eyes, and his feathers returned to their original auburn color. 
The gryphon chewed off his bandages and revealed a claw that was just as 
straight and strong as his other limbs. For the first time in a long while, the 


creature triumphantly stood on all fours. 

“Oh my gosh,” Brystal said in amazement. “I healed him! My magic did 
what I wanted it to for once!” 

“Congratulations, Brystal!” Madame Weatherberry said, and led her 
students into a round of applause. “I knew you had it in you. All you needed 
was a little practice, a little patience, a little perseverance, and everything 
would—” 

Everyone went silent, because Brystal’s magic wasn t over yet! After his 
claw was healed, the gryphon’s whole body started to shrink. The creature 
squawked in horror and tried to run and fly out of the stable, but its legs and 
wings became too small to carry him. The gryphon shrank to the size of an 
apple, and then an orange eggshell with black spots appeared around him. 
For a few seconds, the egg stayed perfectly still on the ground, but then it 
started to shake. The gryphon hatched from the egg and emerged as a 
featherless, gooey, and very confused newborn. 

“You reversed his aging process?” Tangerina asked in astonishment. 

“Can we even do that?” Skylene whispered to her friend. 

Brystal’s classmates watched her like she was a magical creature herself, 
but one they were discovering for the very first time. She looked to 
Madame Weatherberry for reassurance, but only found the same troubled 
expression her teacher had worn the last time she conjured magic. 

“That’s all for today, children,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Tangerina? 
Skylene? Please find the baby gryphon a safe home somewhere on the 
property. Brystal? Will you please join me in my office? I’d like to have a 
private word with you.” 

Madame Weatherberry hurried out of the stable and Brystal followed. 
She couldn’t tell if she was in trouble or not, and as Brystal glanced back at 
her classmates’ long faces, she knew they couldn’t tell, either. Madame 
Weatherberry didn’t say a word to Brystal until they arrived in her office. 
She had a seat behind her glass desk and gestured for Brystal to sit across 
from her. Brystal was in the chair for less than five seconds when she 
abruptly burst into tears. 

“I’m so sorry, Madame Weatherberry!” she cried. “I’m trying so hard to 
follow your directions, but my magic doesn’t work like everyone else’s! 
Please don’t expel me from your academy!” 

Madame Weatherberry did a double take at Brystal’s emotional display. 


“Expel you?” she asked. “Good heavens! Why would I want to expel 
you?” 

“Because my magic is obviously broken!” Brystal said. “I don’t have a 
specialty, I never complete your assignments correctly, and my magic 
always results in something I didn’t intend! If you’re going to change the 
world’s perspective on magic, you’re going to need students you can 
depend on, and you can’t depend on me!” 

According to Madame Weatherberry’s puzzled expression, there was a 
lot she wanted to discuss with Brystal, but expulsion was not on the agenda. 

“Brystal, it’s only your third day at the academy,’ Madame 
Weatherberry said with a laugh. “No one is expecting you to be perfect 
except yourself. And seeking perfection is a side effect of the oppression 
you’ve endured. So let’s start our conversation by addressing that.” 

“I don’t understand,” she said. “Are you saying the Southern Kingdom 
turned me into a perfectionist?” 

“Just like many members of the magical community, at some point, 
society made you believe that your flaws were worse than anyone else’s 
flaws,” the fairy explained. “And now, consequently, you’ve convinced 
yourself that being flawless is the only way to gain approval. Having such 
impossible standards is no way to live life, and it’s certainly not the way to 
get an education. On the contrary, if you’re going to be successful at this 
academy, you need to embrace your flaws and learn from your mistakes, or 
you’ ll never know what challenges you’re here to overcome.” 

Brystal dried her tears. “So you haven’t called me into your office to 
expel me?” 

“Absolutely not,” Madame Weatherberry said. “I have to admit, I’ve 
been very concerned about you—not because I’ve lost any faith in your 
magic, but because I’ve been trying to understand how to help you. What 
you’ve done in the last few days has been extraordinary—your clothing, the 
butterflies, the gryphon—it all points to remarkable power and potential. 
And after this morning, I think I’ve finally figured out why you’re having 
trouble controlling and guiding your abilities.” 

“Why?” Brystal asked from the edge of her seat. 

“You have magiclexia,’ Madame Weatherberry said. 

“Magiclexia?” she asked. “Am I sick?” 

“No, no, no—it’s nothing like that,’ Madame Weatherberry explained. 


“Magiclexia is a harmless but frustrating disorder that runs in the magical 
community—it’s a sort of block that prevents fairies from accessing their 
abilities. Sometimes as a survival method, fairies suppress their magic so 
deep within themselves that it becomes extremely difficult to reach it. I 
have no doubt that while living in the Southern Kingdom, you developed a 
few subconscious blocks that are now debilitating you.” 

“Can magiclexia be cured?” Brystal asked. 

“Tt usually takes someone a lifetime to identify and destroy all the 
barriers holding them back,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Luckily, just like 
the glasses you wear to read, the magical community has tools to help us 
work around our ailments.” 

Madame Weatherberry opened the top drawer of her glass desk and 
removed a shimmering scepter. The object was made of pure crystal and 
was easily the most beautiful thing Brystal had ever laid eyes on. Although 
she had never seen it before, Brystal felt a strong connection to the scepter, 
like they had been waiting to meet each other. 

“This is a magic wand,” Madame Weatherberry said. “It’s very, very old 
and belonged to the fairy who mentored me. The wand will put you in touch 
with your magic and help you manage it more efficiently.” 

“Will it help me find my specialty?” Brystal asked. 

“Perhaps,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Although I don’t want you to 
feel inferior to the other students while you wait for it to appear. Not all 
specialties are aS easy to spot as Tangerina’s and Skylene’s. Sometimes, 
although it’s rare, a fairy’s specialty manifests itself emotionally rather than 
physically. It’s very possible that what you’re looking for is already part of 
who you are. Whatever it is, I’m sure this wand will help you discover it 
when the time is right.” 

Madame Weatherberry presented the wand to Brystal like it was a 
sword. As soon as Brystal wrapped her fingers around the crystal handle, 
the magical sensation returned to her core. However, unlike the other times, 
it felt like the magic was completely in her control. She waved the wand 
toward Madame Weatherberry’s rack of fascinators, and suddenly, all the 
hats turned into colorful birds. The transformation startled Brystal and she 
quickly turned them back. 

“Oh, Pm sorry! I didn’t mean to—” Then Brystal had an epiphany and 
stopped herself mid-apology. “Wait a second—that’s exactly what I meant 


to do! As I waved the wand, your hats reminded me of birds, and that’s 
what they became! I didn’t even have to concentrate that hard! The wand 
works!” 

Madame Weatherberry didn’t reciprocate Brystal’s excitement. The 
fairy’s eyes were glued to the enlarged Map of Magic on the wall above her 
fireplace. Something on the map had captivated the teacher’s attention and 
made her mouth drop open. 

“What’s wrong?” Brystal asked her. “You look distraught.” 

Instead of answering, Madame Weatherberry jumped to her feet and 
moved closer to the map. After studying it for a few moments, the fairy 
touched a large star on the map near the location of the academy. The name 
Brystal Evergreen appeared beside it. 

“Incredible,” Madame Weatherberry whispered to herself. 

“What’s incredible?” 

“As soon as that wand touched your hand, your star on the Map of 
Magic grew nearly twice in size,” she said. “It’s the same size as my star— 
maybe even a little bigger.” 

Brystal gulped. “But what does that mean?” 

Madame Weatherberry turned to her and couldn’t hide the astonishment 
growing in her eyes. 

“Tt means we can expect great things from you, Miss Evergreen.” 





CHAPTER TWELVE 


-p 


‘THe UNWANTED 


Everything changed for Brystal after Madame Weatherberry gave her the 


magic wand. By the end of her second week at the academy, Brystal wasn’t 
only catching up to Emerelda and Xanthous; her abilities were surpassing 
Tangerina’s and Skylene’s. She was completing all of Madame 
Weatherberry’s magical assignments with much more ease and efficiency 
than her classmates. In fact, Madame Weatherberry started asking Brystal to 
give demonstrations for the others instead of asking the apprentices. 

Although Brystal did everything she could to keep the peace with 
Tangerina and Skylene, her rapid progress earned their resentment. 

“It’s not fair,” Skylene whispered to Tangerina. “Why does Brystal get a 
wand?” 

“Apparently she has a disorder,” her friend whispered back. 

Skylene grunted. “Lucky,” she said. “I want a disorder.” 

Despite their occasional remarks and dirty looks, Brystal was too excited 
to let the girls’ jealousy dampen her spirits. Now that she was in touch with 
her magic, she became infatuated with it, and used magic for everything she 
possibly could. Brystal waved her wand to open doors and drawers, to put 
on her shoes and clothes, and at night before bed, she would dance about 
her room and make her books magically twirl around her. At meals, Brystal 
even used magic to feed herself, levitating food directly into her mouth. 
However, she quickly stopped this practice as it seemed to annoy everyone 
at the dining table. 

“Okay, now you’re just showing off,” Emerelda said. 


"eo we eo! 


Once the students had all mastered their early improvement and 
rehabilitation exercises, Madame Weatherberry moved on to the next 
subject in her curriculum. She led her students to a tower in the castle that 
was completely empty except for dust and cobwebs. 

“Perhaps the most miraculous part of magic is the ability to create 


something from nothing,” Madame Weatherberry said. “So for your first 
manifestation lesson, I want you to fill this room with pieces of furniture. 
Keep in mind that manifestation is similar to improvement, except there are 
no existing materials to work with. Summoning elements to appear out of 
thin air requires even greater concentration and visualization. Try to 
imagine every inch of the object you wish to create, focus on its dimensions 
and weight, picture exactly where you want it to be and how it would 
change your surroundings. Brystal, would you like to begin?” 

Without looking, Brystal could feel Tangerina’s and Skylene’s cold 
stares on the back of her head. 

“Actually, why don’t we have Tangerina and Skylene start today?” 
Brystal suggested. “I’m sure they have much more experience with 
manifestation than I do.” 

The girls were surprised by Brystal’s recognition. They pretended to be 
annoyed by the opportunity, but deep down, Brystal could tell they were 
eager for the attention. Tangerina stood in the center of the tower and 
manifested an orange armchair with honeycomb tufts. Skylene made a 
bathtub appear beside Tangerina’s chair, and it was overflowing with soap 
bubbles. After the apprentices were finished, Emerelda summoned a quaint 
vanity with several jewelry boxes, and Xanthous conjured a brick oven. 
Brystal didn’t want to outshine the others, so she waved her wand and made 
a modest but elegant wardrobe appear. 

“Well done, everyone,” Madame Weatherberry said. “That just leaves 
Lucy—wait, where did Lucy go?” 

No one had realized Lucy was missing until now and they looked 
around the room for her. 

“She’s hiding behind Tangerina’s chair,” Emerelda said. “I can see her 
boots peeking out from behind it.” 

Lucy groaned after her classmates found her. Clearly, she was hiding to 
avoid Madame Weatherberry’s lesson, but Lucy pretended she was 
innocently searching for something on the ground. 

“Sorry, I thought I saw my lucky shamrock,” Lucy said. 

“When did you lose it?” Xanthous asked. 

“About four years ago,” she said. “But you never know when or where 
things will turn up.” 

Lucy begrudgingly got to her feet and moved to the center of the tower. 


She thought long and hard about the object she wanted to manifest and 
smiled as her head filled with pleasant images of it. Unfortunately, Lucy 
was greatly disappointed when a stack of wooden coffins appeared in the 
comer of the tower. 

“In my defense, I was trying to make a bunk bed,” she said. 

Madame Weatherberry gave Lucy a comforting pat on the back. 

“A for effort, dear,” she said. 

Regardless of how much Madame Weatherberry encouraged her, Lucy 
left every lesson feeling worse than she had after the one before. And now 
that Brystal was armed with a magic wand, Lucy didn’t have someone to 
commiserate with. Brystal sympathized with her friend, but she couldn’t 
imagine the mental torment she was going through. With each passing day, 
Lucy’s worst fears about who and what she was became more and more 
probable. 


"eo x oe! 


The next morning, Madame Weatherberry’s lesson started immediately after 
they finished breakfast. It was the first day since Brystal had arrived that 
Madame Weatherberry hadn’t received a strange letter in the mail. Brystal 
couldn’t tell if she was just imagining it, but the fairy seemed even cheerier 
than usual, and she wondered if not receiving a letter had something to do 
with that. Perhaps no news was good news. 

Madame Weatherberry escorted her students and apprentices through the 
academy’s picturesque property and halted the procession in the middle of 
two steep hills. Mrs. Vee was joining their lesson that day, and the students 
were curious about why the housekeeper was there. 

“Now that you’ve been introduced to improvement, rehabilitation, and 
manifestation, today’s lesson will focus on the fourth and final category of 
magic, imagination,’ Madame Weatherberry announced. “Always 
remember, a fairy’s limitations are only defined by the limits of their 
imagination. Over the course of your careers, you’ll encounter problems 
and obstacles without obvious solutions. It’ll be up to you, and you alone, 
to create remedies for those particular predicaments. Mrs. Vee has kindly 
volunteered to help us with today’s exercise.” 


“T have absolutely no idea what I’ve signed up for and am genuinely 
terrified! HA-HA!” Mrs. Vee said. 

The housekeeper climbed to the top of the first hill and anxiously waited 
for the activities to begin. 

“For this morning’s assignment, each of you will use your imagination 
to magically transport Mrs. Vee from one hill to the other,’ Madame 
Weatherberry instructed. “Try to make your method as original as possible. 
Use what you learned in our improvement, rehabilitation, and manifestation 
exercises to bring your imagination to life. Lucy, we’ ll start with you.” 

“Ah, geez,” Lucy said in despair. “Mrs. Vee, I’m really sorry for 
however this turns out.” 

The musicians’ daughter cracked her knuckles and focused all her 
energy on the housekeeper. Suddenly, a massive sinkhole appeared 
underneath Mrs. Vee and swallowed her whole. A few tense moments later, 
another sinkhole appeared on the second hill and spat the housekeeper out 
like a piece of rotten fruit. 

“Oh, thank God!” Lucy said with a deep sigh of relief. “To be honest, I 
wasn’t sure we’d ever see her again!” 

Mrs. Vee was anything but relieved. She got to her feet and wiped the 
dirt off her clothes with shaky hands. 

“Madame Weatherberry?” the housekeeper asked. “Could we please add 
a clause about safety to your instructions? So today’s lesson doesn’t kill 
me? HA-HA!” 

“Of course we can,’ Madame Weatherberry obliged. “Children, I don’t 
think this will be a problem for the rest of you, but try transporting Mrs. Vee 
without the use of natural disasters. Brystal, you’re up next.” 

To Mrs. Vee’s delight, Brystal’s approach was much gentler than Lucy’s. 
She waved her wand and a giant bubble appeared around the housekeeper. 
The bubble floated through the air and calmly carried Mrs. Vee to the 
opposite hill. 

“Well, that was just lovely,” Mrs. Vee said. “Thank you, Brystal.” 

One by one, the students and apprentices stepped forward and applied 
their own solutions to the task. Tangerina sent hundreds of bumblebees 
buzzing toward Mrs. Vee, and the insects raised her into the air and plopped 
her down on the other hill. Skylene summoned water from a nearby stream, 
and it transported Mrs. Vee like a moving waterslide. Emerelda moved her 


hand through the air, like she was slowly waving good-bye, and a bridge 
made of golden topaz appeared between the hills. 

“Wonderful work, ladies,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Xanthous, that 
just leaves you.” 

Everyone turned to the boy—but he wasn’t paying any attention to the 
lesson. Xanthous was staring into the distance with a disturbed expression, 
as if he had seen a ghost. 

“Madame Weatherberry, who are they?” he asked. 

Xanthous pointed, and the others looked in the direction he faced. At the 
edge of the property, just inside the hedge barrier, were four people in 
matching black cloaks. The mysterious figures stood perfectly still and 
watched the fairy and her students in complete silence. The visitors 
instantly made everyone uncomfortable—no one had noticed them arrive, 
so no one knew how long they had been standing there. However, none of 
the children was more unsettled by the unexpected guests than their teacher 
was. 

“Madame Weatherberry, do you know those people?” Emerelda asked. 

The fairy nodded, and a complicated mix of anger and fear surfaced on 
her face. 

“Unfortunately, I do,” she said. “I’m sorry, children, but we need to 
postpone the rest of today’s lesson.” 

Once their presence was known, the cloaked figures crept toward 
Madame Weatherberry and her students. Their bodies were completely 
covered except for their faces, and although they were shaped like women, 
the closer they got, the less human they appeared. The first woman had 
round yellow eyes and a pointed nose like a beak. The second woman’s 
eyes were red with thin pupils like a reptile’s, and a forked tongue slipped 
in and out of her mouth. The third woman had oily skin, enormous lips, and 
bulging black eyes like a fish. The fourth woman had green eyes like a cat, 
her face was covered in whiskers, and a sharp underbite poked out of her 
mouth. 

“Hello, Celessste,” the woman with the forked tongue hissed. 

There was so much tension between Madame Weatherberry and the 
cloaked women, the students could have sworn the air became thicker. 

“Children, this is Crowbeth Clawdale, Newtalia Vipes, Squidelle 
Inkerson, and Feliena Scratchworth,” the fairy announced. “They’re old 


acquaintances of mine.” 

Lucy crossed her arms and gave the visitors a distrusting glare. 

“I’m guessing those are chosen names?” she said. 

Feliena jerked her head in Lucy’s direction. “You wouldn’t believe some 
of the choices we’ve made,” she growled. 

The whiskered woman gave the children a creepy grin, exposing her 
piercing teeth. The students and apprentices took a fearful step backward 
and hid behind their teacher. 

“All right, that’s enough,” Madame Weatherberry ordered. “Obviously, 
you’ve made the journey to speak with me, but I will not do it in front of 
my students. We will continue this conversation in the privacy of my office 
or not at all.” 

The women didn’t object to Madame Weatherberry’s demand. The fairy 
turned on her heel and escorted her unwelcome guests toward the castle. 
Brystal and her classmates had so many questions about the visitors, but as 
they looked to one another for answers, everyone was equally confused. 
Even Tangerina and Skylene were puzzled about what was happening. 

“Mrs. Vee?” Tangerina asked. “Who are those women?” 

Mrs. Vee watched the visitors move across the property with disgust. 
“Those aren’t women,” she said. “Those are witches.” 

The students and apprentices collectively gasped. 

“Witches?” Skylene asked in shock. “But how do you know?” 

“You can always spot a witch by her appearance,” Mrs. Vee told them. 
“Witchcraft leaves a mark on those who practice it. The more a witch 
partakes, the more it changes her into a monster. And if my eyes aren’t 
deceiving me, those four have had an awful lot of practice.” 

As the witches climbed the front steps, Crowbeth spun her head all the 
way around like an owl to send the children one final scowl before she 
entered the castle. 

“But why are they at an academy of magic?” Emerelda asked. “What do 
they want with Madame Weatherberry?” 

“I don’t know,” Mrs. Vee said. “But we’d all be wise to keep our 
distance from them.” 

The housekeeper’s advice was reasonable, but keeping a distance was 
the last thing Brystal wanted. The witches only added to the ongoing 
mystery of Madame Weatherberry, and Brystal craved answers more 


desperately than ever before. As soon as she remembered the hole in her 
bookshelf, Brystal took off running as fast as her feet would carry her. She 
just hoped she could reach her bedroom before missing a single word of the 
fairy’s conversation with the witches. 

“Brystal, where are you going?” Lucy called after her. 

“Bathroom!” Brystal yelled over her shoulder. 

“When nature calls, nature calls,’ Mrs. Vee said. “That reminds me, I 
need to stop adding so many prunes to the oatmeal. HA-HA!” 

Brystal hurried inside the castle and sprinted up the floating staircase to 
her bedroom on the third floor. When she peeked into Madame 
Weatherberry’s office, she saw her teacher furiously pacing in front of the 
bubbling fireplace. The four witches stood around her, eyeing the fairy like 
vultures waiting for their prey to die. 

“How dare you come here unannounced!” Madame Weatherberry said. 
“You have no right to barge into my academy like this!” 

“You left us no choice,” Crowbeth screeched. “You stopped responding 
to our letters.” 

“T told you I was finished,” Madame Weatherberry exclaimed. “We’re 
not working together anymore!” 

“Now is not the time for reluctance,” Squidelle grumbled. “The 
Northern Conflict is nearing the point of no return. The enemy is gaining 
ground and growing stronger every day. If we don’t act soon, we’ll be 
defeated.” 

“Then find someone else to help you,” Madame Weatherberry snapped. 
“I can’t do it anymore.” 

“Celessste, we ssstill want the sssame thing,” Newtalia hissed. “We’re 
all ssseeking a sssafer world and acceptance for our kind. Helping us end 
the Northern Conflict will move us one ssstep closer to that goal.” 

“Don’t imply that you and I are the same!” Madame Weatherberry said. 
“Tf it weren’t for people like you, people like me wouldn’t have to fight for 
acceptance in the first place!” 

“Celeste, don’t act superior,” Feliena growled. “Before you got the 
bright idea to start this academy, we all agreed the Northern Conflict was 
the best way to change the world’s opinion about the magical community. 
We put our differences aside and created the plan together. None of us 
predicted it would last this long, none of us expected it would be this 


grueling, but like it or not, the conflict continues. Victory is still possible, 
but if we don’t finish what we started, everything we’ve worked for will be 
lost.” 

Madame Weatherberry had a seat behind her desk and covered her face 
with her gloved hand. Brystal had never seen the fairy look so 
overwhelmed. 

“You don’t understand,” she said. “I still believe in our plan—lI can’t 
help you because I can’t face her again.” 

Brystal had no idea who Madame Weatherberry was talking about, but 
the way the fairy referenced the person gave Brystal chills. She hadn’t 
thought her teacher was scared of anything or anyone, but obviously 
Madame Weatherberry was deathly afraid of whoever they spoke of. 

“Celeste, you’re the only one who can face her,” Crowbeth screeched. 
“No one has the power to stand up to her but you—no one.” 

“Each time I face her, she grows stronger and I become weaker,” 
Madame Weatherberry said. “I barely survived our last encounter. If I fight 
her again I may never return.” 

“Yes, but last time we nearly won,” Squidelle grumbled. “And you were 
more than willing to make sacrifices back then.” 

“Things are different now,” Madame Weatherberry said. “I have an 
entire academy depending on me—I can’t put myself in that kind of 
jeopardy again. Even if we resolve the Northern Conflict, there’s no 
guarantee that the hate and hostility toward the magical community will 
stop. But once my students have finished their training, they’ll accomplish 
what we’ve always wanted.” 

“You’re putting an awful lot of faith in this academy,” Feliena growled. 
“But do you honestly believe a world that burns people at the stake for sport 
is going to be persuaded by the good deeds of fairies? No! If we want to 
change the world, we must earn the world’s respect. And bringing the 
Northern Conflict to an end is the best opportunity we’ve had in centuries.” 

“But General White has made great progress,’ Madame Weatherberry 
said. “I’m sure he’s found a way to destroy her by now!” 

“General White has done a brilliant job keeping the Northern Kingdom 
from extinction,” Crowbeth screeched. “But we all know his army is no 
match for her. There’s only one way to finish the Northern Conflict once 
and for all—and that’s you, Celeste.” 


Newtalia leaned toward Madame Weatherberry and took her hand. 

“Join usss,” she hissed. “Together we can make a brighter future, not 
just for ourselvessss, but for your ssstudents asss well.” 

Madame Weatherberry went very silent as she considered the witches’ 
request. Tears came to her eyes and she slowly shook her head, not because 
she disagreed with her visitors, but because she knew they were right. 

“Fine,” the fairy said with a heavy heart. “I will help you end the 
Northern Conflict. But afterward, I never want to see the four of you ever 
again.” 

“You’ll find no objection from us,” Feliena growled. “End the Northern 
Conflict, and we’ll never need you for anything again.” 

“Good,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Then God have mercy if I don’t 
succeed.” 

The witches were pleased they had convinced her. Madame 
Weatherberry put a few of her belongings into a glass suitcase and left her 
office. Brystal hurried out of her bedroom and caught up to her teacher and 
the witches in the entrance hall. 

“Madame Weatherberry?” she called to her. “Are you going 
somewhere?” 

It was difficult for Brystal to pretend she didn’t know what was 
happening, but not nearly as difficult as it was for Madame Weatherberry to 
pretend everything was all right. 

“Pm afraid I have to leave the academy for a couple days,” the fairy 
informed her. “The ill friend I was telling you about has taken a turn for the 
worse.” 

“Will you—I mean, will she be all right?” Brystal asked. 

“T certainly hope so,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Can you let Mrs. 
Vee and your classmates know I’m gone?” 

“Of course,” Brystal said. 

The fairy gave her a bittersweet smile and led the witches out of the 
castle. Brystal ran after them and stopped her teacher on the castle’s front 
steps. 

“Madame Weatherberry!” she called. “Wait!” 

“Yes, dear? What is it?” 

To the fairy’s surprise, Brystal threw her arms around her and gave her 
teacher a hug good-bye. Madame Weatherberry eyed the girl’s curious 


behavior, not knowing what to make of it. 

“Please be safe,” Brystal said. “Illnesses can be contagious, you know.” 

“Don’t worry, Pll be fine,” the fairy said. “Please look after the others 
while I’m away.” 

Brystal nodded and released Madame Weatherberry from her tight 
embrace. The fairy tossed her brooch on the ground, and the golden 
carriage grew to its full size. She whistled to a field nearby, and four 
unicorns excitedly galloped toward the carriage and its reins magically 
fastened around them. The fairy and the witches climbed aboard the golden 
carriage, and it raced through the property, eventually disappearing into the 
hedge barrier. 

Brystal waved as they left, but as soon as they were out of sight, she 
froze and looked into the distance with fear. She couldn’t fight the terrible 
feeling that she’d never see Madame Weatherberry again. 





CHAPTER ‘THIRTEEN 


-p 


THe WATCHER IN THE Woops 


While Madame Weatherberry was away, Brystal spent the days practicing 


magic and the evenings reading The Tales of Tidbit Twitch to her 
classmates. Although the exercises and reading were productive, she mainly 
used them as a distraction from her troubling thoughts. After eavesdropping 
on Madame Weatherberry and the witches, Brystal finally had answers to 
some of the questions haunting her, but the more she had learned, the more 
elaborate the mystery had become. 

Now she understood why Madame Weatherberry had reacted so strongly 
to the mention of the Northern Kingdom. Something known as the Northern 
Conflict was destroying the country, and someone the fairy feared was at 
the center of it. The scaly black letters had been coming from the witches, 
not to update Madame Weatherberry about a sick friend, but to ask for the 
fairy’s assistance with the conflict. And apparently, if Madame 
Weatherberry helped the witches end the Northern Conflict, it would ensure 
worldwide acceptance for the magical community. 

But what was the Northern Conflict? How would Madame 
Weatherberry’s involvement bring peace to witches and fairies? Who was 
the woman that Madame Weatherberry was afraid of facing? And the most 
disturbing question of all: Would Madame Weatherberry survive another 
encounter with her? 

Brystal’s mind never took a full break from the harrowing questions. 
She desperately wanted to talk to someone else about it, but she didn’t 
know who to turn to. Emerelda and Xanthous wouldn’t know any more than 
she did, Lucy had enough of her own troubles already, and Brystal doubted 
Mrs. Vee would be any help. She considered talking to Tangerina and 
Skylene, but if the girls heard that Brystal was spying on their teacher, 
Brystal was certain they would tattle on her. 

So Brystal thought it was best to keep her worries to herself. The 
concerns weighed heavily on her heart, and the longer Madame 
Weatherberry stayed away, the more fearful and lonely Brystal felt. 

On the third evening after Madame Weatherberry’s departure, Brystal 


was a couple of minutes late to dinner. She was in the middle of a very 
exciting chapter of The Tales of Tidbit Twitch, Volume 3 and quickly 
finished it before joining her classmates downstairs. As soon as she walked 
into the dining room, Brystal could tell something was wrong. Tangerina 
was sitting at the table with her arms crossed, and her cheeks were flushed. 
Skylene stood behind her friend and rubbed her shoulders. Emerelda and 
Xanthous sat back in their seats wide-eyed, like they had just witnessed a 
spectacle. 

“What’s going on?” Brystal asked the room. 

“Ask them,” Tangerina said, and pointed to the others. 

“Lucy and Tangerina just got into a fight,” Emerelda informed her. “It 
was intense.” 

“A fight about what?” Brystal asked. 

“Lucy walked in and asked Tangerina to stop clogging the bathroom 
sink with her honey,” Xanthous recalled. “Tangerina said she was surprised 
Lucy knew what a bathroom was. Then Lucy suggested Tangerina’s 
personality, not her magic, is the real reason her family abandoned her. And 
finally Tangerina told Lucy she doesn’t belong at the academy and said she 
wished the witches had taken her with them.” 

“That’s when Lucy burst into tears and ran upstairs,” Emerelda said. 
“Personally, I thought it was all really entertaining until she got upset. It 
reminded me of the dwarf boxing matches we used to have in the coal 
mine.” 

Brystal sighed. “Tangerina, why would you say something like that? 
You know Lucy has been having a difficult time with her magic.” 

“Don’t blame me!” Tangerina exclaimed. “Lucy started it!” 

“But you didn’t have to join her,” Brystal reprimanded. “You’re an 
apprentice, remember? You should be more mature than that! I’m going 
upstairs to check on Lucy. Someone tell Mrs. Vee Pll be right back.” 

Brystal left the dining room and headed up the floating staircase. She 
prepared a list of positive and encouraging things to say to Lucy, but in case 
kind words weren’t enough, Brystal waved her wand and made a tray of 
chocolate cupcakes appear. However, as she reached the third-floor 
corridor, something very strange caught her eye. The door to Lucy’s 
bedroom had disappeared and a note had been pinned to the wall in its 
place: 


Dear Madame Weatherberry, 

Thank you for believing in me, but the academy isn’t 
working out. I’m leaving the school and returning to show 
business. | know my parents’ tour dates so it won't be 
hard to find them. | wish you and the others the best of 
luck. 

XO, Lucy 
PS—Tangerina sucks. 


Brystal was so alarmed by Lucy’s note she dropped the tray of cupcakes 
and it shattered on the floor. Without wasting a minute, she waved her wand 
and made a coat appear over her shoulders and then hurried down the 
floating staircase. Her classmates had heard the tray drop and peeked into 
the entrance hall to inspect the shatter. They were surprised to see Brystal 
heading for the front door in such a panic. 

“Where’s the fire?” Emerelda asked. 

“Tt’s Lucy!” Brystal said. “She’s run away!” 

“Oh no!” Xanthous exclaimed. “What do we do?” 

“You aren’t going to do anything,” Brystal said. “Madame Weatherberry 
specifically asked me to look after you guys while she was gone, so I’m 
going to get Lucy. You stay here in case Lucy or Madame Weatherberry 
returns.” 

“You mean, you’re going into the In-Between? At night?” Skylene 
asked. 

“You can’t leave the academy!” Tangerina said. “It’s against the rules!” 

“T’ve got to find Lucy before a horrible monster in the forest does,” 
Brystal said. “She hasn’t been gone very long so it shouldn’t be difficult to 
track her down. PII be back as soon as I can!” 

Despite her classmates’ fearful and frantic pleas to stay, Brystal raced 
out the door, ran down the castle’s front steps, and sprinted across the 
academy grounds. She reached the edge of the property and waited 
impatiently while an archway formed in the hedge barrier. Once it finished, 
Brystal ran through the barrier’s leafy tunnel and emerged into the creepy 
forest beyond it. 

“Lucy?” she called into the dark woods. “Lucy, it’s Brystal! Where are 
you?” 


Brystal looked in every direction for her friend, but she could barely see 
anything. Eventually her eyes adjusted to the darkness, but still, she saw 
nothing except crooked trees and jagged boulders. She cautiously moved 
down the dirt path that snaked through the In-Between, jumping at every 
sound she heard. 

“Lucy, are you there?” she whispered. “Can you hear me?” 

With each step, Brystal became more and more frightened of her 
surroundings. Soon the dirt path split into two different directions, and 
Brystal had to choose which path to take. Both directions looked almost 
identical and Brystal worried she might get lost. To help herself navigate, 
Brystal waved her wand and made the rocks beside the path glow in the 
dark, marking the parts of the forest she had already searched. 

Just as Brystal started to fear she was too late to save her friend, she 
heard the sound of sniffling in the distance. Brystal followed the sound 
through the woods and sighed with relief when she finally found Lucy 
sitting under a tree. Lucy’s head was buried in her arms as she cried, and 
her porcupine suitcase and beaver-skull canteen sat on the ground beside 
her. 

“Lucy!” Brystal exclaimed. “There you are! I’ve been looking 
everywhere—” 

Brystal’s voice startled her friend. Lucy jumped to her feet and swung a 
large stick at her. Brystal dropped to the ground and barely missed getting 
hit. 

“Lucy, relax! It’s just me! It’s Brystal!” she said. 

“What the heck is wrong with you?” Lucy said. “You can’t just sneak up 
on someone like that in a dangerous forest!” 

“Sorry, I didn’t realize there was an etiquette to this place,” Brystal said. 

“What are you doing here?” Lucy asked. 

“T’m looking for you,” Brystal said, and got to her feet. “I found the note 
you left and I’ve come to talk some sense into you.” 

“Well, good luck,” Lucy grumbled, and threw her stick aside. “I’ve 
made up my mind, Brystal. I’m not spending another day in that academy. I 
knew I didn’t belong from the moment I laid eyes on the castle. Madame 
Weatherberry’s lessons have only proved that.” 

“But that’s not true,” Brystal said. “Our training has just started! You 
just need more time and practice. Don’t let what Tangerina said make you 


give up on yourself.” 

“Stop trying to make me something I’m not!” Lucy yelled. “Face it, 
Brystal—I’m a witch! [ll never be a fairy like you and the others! And if I 
keep using my abilities, [ll turn into a monster like Madame 
Weatherberry’s friends. I’d prefer to keep whiskers and scales off my face, 
so I’m going to stay as far away from magic and witchcraft as possible. I’m 
leaving and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.” 

Lucy picked up her porcupine suitcase, swung her beaver-skull canteen 
over her shoulder, and proceeded down the path. As Brystal watched Lucy 
walk away, something inside her changed. All the sympathy she felt for 
Lucy drained away and was replaced with irritation. She couldn’t believe 
she had risked entering a dangerous forest only to have Lucy turn her back 
on her. 

“Lucy Goose, you listen to me!” Brystal ordered. “You’re the best friend 
I have at that academy, and I’m not about to lose you! I’ve lost too many 
people in my life to let you wander off like this! Whether you believe it or 
not, Madame Weatherberry has given us the opportunity of a lifetime, and I 
will not let you throw it away to play a stupid tambourine with your 
parents!” 

Lucy was shocked by her remarks. “Stupid tambourine?” 

“IT’S STUPID AND YOU KNOW IT!” Brystal yelled. “You have so 
much more to offer the world than that! You may not believe in yourself, 
but I believe in you enough for the both of us! So we are going to march 
back to that academy right now and continue our training! You’re going to 
stop feeling sorry for yourself, you’re going to stop making excuses, and 
you’re going to work as hard as you possibly can to be the fairy I know you 
can be! And if we find out you’re a witch along the way, so what? If you’re 
a witch, then yov’ll be the best witch there’s ever been! You’re going to out- 
witch all the witchiest witches in the world! But I promise you, you will 
never become a monster on my watch! I’ll always be there to keep you in 
line and stop you from making mistakes, JUST LIKE I AM RIGHT NOW!” 

Lucy was stunned by Brystal’s emotional rant and stared at her as if 
Brystal was the scariest creature in the woods. 

“Do you honestly believe everything you just said?” she asked. 

“T risked my life following you into the In-Between! What do you 
think?” 


Lucy went quiet as she realized how significant Brystal’s gesture was. 

“Wow,” she said. “I don’t think anyone’s ever believed in me that much. 
And I have thousands of adoring fans.” 

“So have I convinced you to come back to the academy?” Brystal asked. 

A sweet grin came to Lucy’s face. Apparently, Brystal’s tough love was 
much more effective than any words of encouragement. 

“Yeah,” Lucy said. “I think you have.” 

“Good.” Brystal laughed. “Because if my rant didn’t work, I was about 
to drag you by the—” 

FWITT! FWITT! Suddenly, they heard a strange sound coming from 
nearby. FWITT! FWITT! Brystal and Lucy looked around the forest but 
couldn’t find where the noise was coming from. FWITT! FWITT! 
Something was flying through the air, but it moved too fast for them to 
catch a clear glimpse of what it was. FWITT! FWITT! Brystal felt a light 
breeze across her cheek, and two arrows hit the tree directly behind her. 
FWITT! FWITT! Lucy looked down and saw a pair of arrows sticking into 
her porcupine suitcase. 

“We’re being shot at!” Lucy cried. 

“By who?” Brystal asked in a panic. 

In the distance, the girls saw three men step out from the darkness. The 
first man wore a yellow vest and had a rope tied around his waist, the 
second man wore a red cape and an axe swung from his belt, and the third 
man wore a green cloak and held a pitchfork. All three were dirty and 
scruffy, like they had been in the forest for days, and each of them carried a 
crossbow that was pointed in Brystal and Lucy’s direction. 

“Well, well, well,” the man in yellow said. “It seems to be our lucky 
day! The Lord has led us to two witches in the same spot!” 

“What did I tell you, boys?” the man in red bragged. “The rumors must 
be true! There’s a whole coven of witches somewhere around here!” 

“Sinful scum,” the man in green sneered. “Did they really think they 
could live in the woods without anyone noticing? They’re practically 
begging to be hunted down!” 

Brystal and Lucy exchanged a glance of terror and slowly backed away 
from the men. 

“They’re witch hunters!” Brystal whispered. “And they think we’re 
witches!” 


“What should we do?” Lucy whispered back. 

Brystal’s mind went completely blank. Although her wand was securely 
in her hand, all of Madame Weatherberry’s training abandoned her, and 
there was only one thing she could think of doing. 

“RUN!” 

Without a moment to lose, Brystal and Lucy bolted into the forest and 
ran away from the men as fast as they could. The witch hunters whistled 
and cheered, excited for a chase, and charged after the girls. The men shot 
arrows at Brystal and Lucy, but fortunately the thick forest made it difficult 
to aim. The ground was covered in so many overgrown roots and rocks it 
was almost impossible to run without tripping, but Brystal and Lucy moved 
as swiftly as possible, knowing one misstep could cost them their lives. 

As they ran, the girls looked back and forth between the men chasing 
them and the ground ahead. Their escape came to a dead end when they 
slammed into the flat side of a hill they hadn’t seen in the dark. The witch 
hunters surrounded them, beaming with sinister glee. Obviously, watching 
their prey tremble in fear was their favorite part of the hunt. 

“You’re awfully young and pretty to be witches,” the man in yellow 
sneered. 

“That’s because we’re not witches!” Brystal cried. “We’re fairies! 
You’re making a terrible mistake!” 

The men howled with laughter, like wolves howling at the moon. 

“Did you hear that, boys?” The man in yellow laughed. “The girl in the 
sparkling garb says she’s not a witch!” 

“Who cares what they are?” the man in red said. “No one in the village 
will know the difference. We’ll be heroes when they see the bodies!” 

“Make sure to aim below their necks,” the man in green instructed. “I 
want to mount their heads to my wall.” 

The witch hunters reloaded their crossbows and raised them at Brystal 
and Lucy. The girls closed their eyes and held each other in horror, 
expecting to be pelted with arrows at any moment. 

Just as the men were about to pull their triggers, they were distracted by 
something rustling in the trees nearby. Suddenly, a massive creature 
emerged from the woods and plowed into the witch hunters. The men were 
knocked to the ground and dropped their weapons. Before they could get to 
their feet, the mysterious beast plowed into them again, crushing the men’s 


crossbows under its feet. Brystal and Lucy didn’t know if they were in more 
or less danger now that the creature had joined them. It was so large and 
moved so quickly in the moonlight that Brystal and Lucy could only see 
one piece of it at a time. They saw horns and hooves, nostrils and teeth, fur 
and metal, but not enough to determine what they were looking at. 

“Let’s get out of here before we’re killed!” the man in red shouted. 

The witch hunters fled into the dark forest, screaming like small children 
as they went. However, the creature stayed with Brystal and Lucy. It 
became very still and all three of them studied one another in total silence. 
Once her heart rate slowed down and her senses returned, Brystal 
remembered the magic wand in her hand. She waved it through the air, and 
dozens of twinkling lights illuminated the forest, and finally the girls saw 
what kind of creature was standing before them. 

“Oh my gosh,” Brystal gasped. 

“You don’t see that every day,” Lucy said. 

It wasn’t just one creature, but two. An enormous knight dressed from 
head to toe in silver armor sat on the back of a giant horse. A pair of antlers 
grew out of the knight’s helmet, and he wore a long fur cape. The horse had 
a pitch-black hide and a long ebony mane, and to the girls’ amazement, the 
steed had three heads instead of one. Everything about the strange knight 
and his horse was incredibly frightening, but there was an otherworldly 
quality about them, too. Brystal couldn’t explain why, but she trusted the 
knight, like he was some kind of sacred being. 

The knight extended an open hand toward the girls. Brystal stepped 
forward and reached for his hand, but Lucy quickly pulled her back. 

“Are you nuts?” Lucy said. “Don’t go near that thing!” 

“No, it’s okay,” Brystal assured her. “I think he wants to help us.” 

“How do you know that?” Lucy asked. 

“He just saved our lives,” Brystal said with a shrug. “If he wanted to 
hurt us, he would have already done it by now.” 

Brystal took the knight’s hand, and he pulled her aboard his three- 
headed horse. He reached toward Lucy next, and after some coaxing, 
Brystal convinced Lucy to join them. The knight tugged on his horse’s 
reins, and together, he and the girls traveled through the dark forest. Soon 
they returned to the dirt path and Brystal spotted the academy’s hedge 
barrier in the distance. 


“How did he know where to take us?” Lucy whispered. 

“I have no idea,” Brystal whispered back. 

The girls climbed down from the three-headed horse and looked up at 
the knight in awe. 

“Thank you for saving us,” Brystal said. 

“Yeah, and thanks for the lift home,” Lucy said. “I’d give you a tip but 
I’m out of cash.” 

“What’s your name, sir?” Brystal asked. 

The knight didn’t reply, but Brystal didn’t take it personally. She had a 
sneaking suspicion the knight was quiet because he couldn't speak. 

“Well, whoever you are, we’re very grateful to you,” she said. 

Just then, a familiar galloping noise sounded through the forest. Brystal 
and Lucy turned toward the sound and saw Madame Weatherberry’s golden 
carriage traveling toward them. The knight and his horse were so large they 
blocked the path, and the unicorns came to an abrupt stop behind them. The 
carriage door flew open and Madame Weatherberry stepped outside to 
address the knight. 

“Horence?” the fairy asked. “What are you doing here? Is everything all 
right?” 

Clearly the fairy and the knight knew each other. He steered his horse to 
the side of the path, revealing Brystal and Lucy standing behind him. 

“Madame Weatherberry!” Brystal cheered. “You’re back!” 

She was overjoyed to see her teacher, but as Brystal walked closer to 
greet her, Madame Weatherberry seemed very different. The fairy was so 
exhausted she looked ten years older than when she’d left. There were bags 
under her eyes, her dark hair was gray at the temples, and both of her arms 
were now covered in gloves. Despite Brystal’s warm welcome, the fairy 
was absolutely infuriated to see her students. 

“What are you two doing outside of the academy?” she yelled. 

“We—we—we—” Brystal struggled to respond. 

“Tt’s my fault, Madame Weatherberry,” Lucy confessed. “I went outside 
the property because I thought it would be fun to explore the In-Between. 
Brystal knew it was dangerous and came to find me. We were attacked by 
witch hunters, but luckily, this weird knight guy saved us.” 

“How dare you disrespect me by breaking the rules!” Madame 
Weatherberry roared. “Both of you get inside the carriage! Now!” 


Brystal and Lucy followed her instructions and hopped inside the golden 
Carriage. 

“Horence, thank you for your assistance tonight, but Pll take it from 
here,” Madame Weatherberry told the knight. 

The knight bowed to the fairy like she was royalty, and then slowly 
steered his three-headed horse into the forest and disappeared from sight. 
Madame Weatherberry joined her students in the carriage and slammed the 
door behind her. 

“How could you do this to me, Brystal?” she snapped. 

“Madame Weatherberry, I told you it was my fault,” Lucy said. 

“But Brystal let it happen!” she said. “I trusted you, Brystal! I asked you 
to look after the others, and you failed me! You have no idea how 
disappointed I am!” 

Hearing this brought tears to Brystal’s eyes. “I’m—I’m—I’m so sorry.” 

“T don’t want to hear another word from either of you,” the fairy said. 
“As soon as we get to the castle, you will both go straight to your rooms 
and stay there until I say so! Is that understood?” 

Brystal and Lucy nodded and stayed silent. Neither of them had seen 
their teacher so livid before—they didn’t even know the fairy was capable 
of such anger. It was like Madame Weatherberry had returned to the 
academy as a completely different person. 








CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
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ANGER 


Brystal barely slept after her and Lucy’s night in the In-Between. Not only 


was she heartbroken about breaking Madame Weatherberry’s trust, but 
every time she closed her eyes, she saw the faces of the witch hunters who 
had tried to kill them. Brystal had nightmares all night about dodging the 
men’s crossbows. Every twenty minutes or so, she awoke in a panic and had 
to remind herself she was out of the forest and safe in her bed at the 
academy. 

Although terrifying, the encounter wasn’t a complete surprise. Brystal 
knew the world was filled with people who despised magic and wanted to 
harm members of the magical community—but until last night, she had 
never seen the hatred with her own eyes. It was her first exposure to a very 
ugly side of humanity, and now that she had witnessed it, Brystal would 
never think of humankind in the same way again. 

The morning after her restless night, there was a knock on Brystal’s 
bedroom door and Tangerina poked her head inside. 

“Brystal?” she said. “Madame Weatherberry wants to see you in her 
office.” 

Facing another wave of the fairy’s extreme disappointment was the last 
thing Brystal wanted to do, but she climbed down the floating staircase to 
her teacher’s office anyway. When she arrived, Madame Weatherberry’s 
wooden door was opened a crack and she could see her teacher standing 
behind her glass desk, gazing through the window at the sparkling ocean. 
Brystal took a deep breath, braced herself for whatever was about to 
happen, and lightly tapped on the door. 

“Madame Weatherberry?” she asked. “Tangerina said you wanted to see 
me.” 

As soon as the fairy turned around, Brystal could tell she was in a much 
better mood than the night before. She could still see that Madame 
Weatherberry’s journey had taken an obvious toll on her—there were still 
bags under eyes, her hair was still gray at the temples, and gloves still 
covered both of her arms—but the teacher’s cheerful spirits had returned. 


“Hello, dear,” she said. “Please come in and have a seat.” 

Brystal stepped into the office, closed the wooden doors behind her, and 
sat down across from Madame Weatherberry at the desk. 

“T owe you a very big apology,” the fairy said. “I was utterly exhausted 
when I arrived last night and I completely overreacted when I saw you and 
Lucy outside the academy. Tangerina spoke to me this morning and said the 
entire ordeal was her fault. She said Lucy tried to run away after they 
exchanged some hurtful comments and that you went into the forest to find 
Lucy. What you did was brave and selfless, and you didn’t deserve such a 
harsh scolding. I hope you can forgive me.” 

Brystal sighed with relief and sank into her chair. 

“You have no idea how glad I am to hear that,” she said. “Of course I 
forgive you, Madame Weatherberry. I imagine the last couple of days have 
been grueling for you. It must have been very difficult, you know, visiting 
your Sick friend. How is she doing?” 

Brystal purposely brought up the topic in hopes of learning more about 
the Northern Conflict. Now that Madame Weatherberry had returned, 
Brystal wondered if her teacher and the witches had succeeded in bringing 
the conflict to an end. Unfortunately, Madame Weatherberry only 
elaborated on her original story. 

“She’s not well, I’m afraid,” Madame Weatherberry said. “But she’s a 
fighter.” 

“What’s her name?” Brystal asked. 

Madame Weatherberry went quiet and Brystal assumed she needed time 
to make up a name for her fake friend. 

“It’s Queenie,” the fairy said. “We’ve known each other our entire lives. 
She’s battling a terrible disease that grows stronger every day and it won’t 
be long until it consumes her. Although it doesn’t excuse my behavior, I 
hope that explains why I was so distressed last night. It’s very hard 
watching someone you love in so much pain.” 

Even though Brystal knew the real reason Madame Weatherberry had 
left the academy, the fairy was very convincing as she spoke about her “sick 
friend.” Brystal questioned if there was more honesty to her teacher’s words 
than she realized. Perhaps “Queenie” and the woman Madame 
Weatherberry was afraid to face in the Northern Conflict were the same 
person? Or perhaps the disease her friend was battling was the conflict 


itself? 

As Brystal searched for the truth in her teacher’s eyes, she noticed a dark 
mark peeking out from under her new glove. 

“Is that a bruise on your arm?” Brystal asked. “Did something hurt 
you?” 

Madame Weatherberry glanced at her right arm and quickly pulled the 
glove over the exposed injury. 

“Oh, that’s nothing.” The fairy deflected the question. “Just a little mark 
I received while caring for Queenie. Poor dear hates being mothered and 
doesn’t know her own strength. I didn’t want anyone to worry so I covered 
it with a glove. But that’s enough about all that.” 

Brystal could tell Madame Weatherberry was eager to change the subject 
so she didn’t inquire any further into the matter. 

“Now, moving on,” the fairy said. “The main reason I called you here 
was to see how you’re feeling. I wanted to speak with you and Lucy 
individually to assure you both that, regardless of what lurks in the In- 
Between, you’re very safe within the perimeters of this academy. Still, I’m 
sure last night’s events were traumatic for you.” 

“Tt was a brutal dose of reality,” Brystal said. “I’ve always known the 
world hated people like us, but I never thought someone would actually 
want to hurt me. It all feels so personal now.” 

“Everyone thinks they’re immune to discrimination until it happens to 
them,” Madame Weatherberry said. “It only takes one tragic event to 
change your perspective forever.” 

Brystal nodded. “Last night, those men spoke to us like we were objects 
without feelings or souls. We pleaded for our lives and told them they were 
making a mistake, but they didn’t even flinch. And although we did nothing 
wrong, they acted like we... like we... well, I don’t know how to say it.” 

“Like you deserved to be punished simply for existing,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. 

“Exactly,” Brystal said. “Thank God that knight showed up when he did, 
otherwise we would have been killed.” 

“His name is Horence,” Madame Weatherberry said. “And believe me, 
my gratitude to him knows no bounds. He’s rescued me from countless 
episodes of peril.” 

“Who is he?” Brystal asked. “Is he even human?” 


“Not anymore,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Many years ago, Horence 
was a commander in the Northern Kingdom’s army. Along his travels, 
Horence had the misfortune of falling in love with a witch. The witch used 
to own a great deal of land in this area, including the grounds that our 
academy was built on. Naturally, such a relationship was forbidden, so for 
over a decade, Horence and the witch carried on a secret affair. When 
Horence’s soldiers discovered the relationship, the men betrayed their 
commander. They burned Horence at the stake and forced the witch to 
watch it happen.” 

“That’s terrible,” Brystal said. 

“As you can imagine, the witch was devastated,” Madame Weatherberry 
continued. “To ease her broken heart, the witch conjured one of the darkest 
spells in witchcraft to bring Horence back to life. However, there are certain 
spells that are so ghastly they should never be performed, and the witch 
died in the process. Horence returned to life as a dark and unnatural being, a 
shell of the man he once was. Now he’s doomed to roam the witch’s 
property for eternity, and he spends his time saving others from suffering an 
untimely demise like his own.” 

The tragic story made Brystal so angry her eyes welled. 

“They just wanted to be together,” she said. “Why did humankind have 
to tear them apart? I’ll never understand why the world hates a community 
that just wants to be loved and accepted. Pll never understand why people 
are so cruel to us.” 

“It’s not about the prey, it’s about the hunt,” Madame Weatherberry said. 
“Humankind has always needed something to hate and fear to unite them. 
After all, if they had nothing to conquer and triumph over, they’d have 
nothing to fuel their sense of superiority. And some men would destroy the 
world for an ounce of self-worth. But that doesn’t mean humanity is a lost 
cause. As I told Emerelda in the coal mine, this academy could produce the 
examples that inspire humankind to change their hateful ways.” 

Brystal shook her head and stared at her teacher in disbelief. 

“T don’t get it,” she said. “After everything you’ve been through, how do 
you manage to stay so optimistic? Why aren’t you angry all the time?” 

Madame Weatherberry went quiet as she thought about Brystal’s 
question, and then a confident smile grew on her face. 

“Because we’re the lucky ones,” she said. “To fight for love and 


acceptance is to know love and acceptance. And anyone who actively tries 
to steal these qualities from others is admitting they’ve never known love at 
all. The people who want to hate and hurt us are so deprived of compassion 
they believe the only way to fill the voids in their hearts is to create voids in 
the hearts of others. So I render them powerless by refusing to accept their 
voids.” 

Brystal let out a deep sigh and looked hopelessly to the floor. 

“It’s a nice philosophy,” she said. “It just seems easier said than done.” 

Madame Weatherberry reached across her desk and squeezed Brystal’s 
hand. 

“We must pity the people who choose to hate, Brystal,” she said. “Their 
lives will never be as meaningful as the lives filled with love.” 
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Tensions between Lucy and Tangerina were at a record high. The girls spent 
all morning exchanging dirty looks without saying a word to each other, as 
if they were playing a vindictive game of catch. Their childish feud carried 
on into the early afternoon and frustrated everyone to no end. Finally, 
Brystal decided enough was enough and devised a plan to end the dispute. 
After lunch, she invited all her classmates to her bedroom. 

“Ts this an intervention?” Emerelda asked. 

“Sort of,” Brystal said. “I’ve asked you all here so we can settle things 
between Lucy and Tangerina once and for all.” 

“Good luck,” Skylene said. “You’re more likely to settle things between 
a squid and a whale.” 

Brystal ignored the remark and stuck to her plan. 

“As everyone knows, Lucy has been struggling with her magic,” she 
said. “Due to the strange and peculiar ways her abilities manifest, there is a 
possibility that Lucy is a witch. Because of this, Lucy has lost all self- 
confidence, and Tangerina has gone out of her way to make Lucy feel like 
she doesn’t belong at our academy. It appears there will be no peace for 
anyone until we have an answer, so we’re going to prove whether Lucy is a 
fairy or a witch right now.” 

Everyone went stiff and nervously glanced at Lucy. 


“How are we going to prove that?” Xanthous asked. 

“The same way I discovered my own magical abilities,” Brystal said. 
“We’re going to have Lucy recite an incantation for witchcraft and an 
incantation for magic and see which one her powers respond to.” 

Brystal searched her bookshelves and retrieved her copy of Madame 
Weatherberry’s The Truth About Magic. She opened the book to the page 
with the first incantation and handed it to Lucy, but her friend didn’t accept 
it. Lucy looked down at the text and gulped in fear, like it contained the 
results of a serious medical examination. 

“I don’t think I should do this,” she said. “Maybe not knowing is the 
better option.” 

“Lucy, you’re going to find out eventually,” Brystal said. “The sooner 
we know, the sooner we can plan for it. Now read the text aloud so the rest 
of us can go on with our lives.” 

With shaky hands, Lucy took the book from Brystal, set it on the floor, 
and knelt beside it. She paused for a couple of seconds to build up courage, 
then let out a deep breath, and reluctantly recited the ancient incantation for 
witchcraft. All her classmates stepped closer and hovered over her while 
she read. 

““Ahkune awknoon ahkelle-enama, telmune talmoon  ahktelle- 
awknamon.’” 

As soon as she was finished, Lucy covered her eyes with both hands in 
anticipation of something dreadful occurring. The others were also 
convinced the incantation would work, and they anxiously looked around 
the room, but nothing happened. They waited for five whole minutes, but 
Brystal’s bedroom remained exactly the same. 

“Tt must be terrible if you’re all being this quiet!” Lucy exclaimed. “Did 
all of Brystal’s books turn into killer crabs? Did Skylene turn into steam? 
Did Xanthous turn inside out? Did Emerelda disappear? Did Tangerina 
multiply? Just tell me already!” 

“Lucy, everything is fine,” Brystal said. “Nothing happened.” 

Lucy didn’t believe her and peeked through her fingers to see for 
herself. She was shocked to find that nothing foul or grotesque had 
appeared or taken place. 

“This can’t be right,” she said. “Are you sure this incantation works? 
Maybe there’s a typo.” 


“Read the next one to be sure,” Brystal said. 

Lucy turned the book to the next page and read the ancient incantation 
for magic. 

““Flsune  elknoon  ahkelle-enama, delmune dalmoon  ahktelle- 
awknamon.’” 

When nothing happened for a second time, Brystal could feel her 
classmates starting to doubt the incantations in The Truth About Magic. 
However, after a few moments, everyone looked around the bedroom in 
amazement. Slowly but surely, thousands and thousands of weeds started 
growing out of Brystal’s bookshelves and then quickly spread across the 
floor and ceiling. 

“Holy plot twist,” Lucy said to herself. “I’m a friggin’ fairy?” 

Everyone was floored by the discovery, but no one was more astonished 
than Lucy herself. She kept rubbing her eyes to make sure they weren’t 
playing tricks on her, but the weeds did not disappear. Brystal beamed at her 
friend with a proud smile. 

“Congratulations, Lucy and Tangerina, you’re both wrong,” Brystal said. 
“Now that we have confirmation that we’re all on the same team, do the 
two of you have anything you’d like to say to each other?” 

To everyone’s surprise, Tangerina swallowed her pride and approached 
Lucy to make amends. 

“Lucy, although all evidence pointed to you being a witch, I’m sorry for 
making you feel like one,” she said. “I hope you’ll forgive me, and Pl try 
my best to make you feel welcome at this academy.” 

“That was very nice, Tangerina,” Brystal said. “Lucy? Is there 
something you would like to say to Tangerina?” 

“Sure is,” Lucy said. “For someone with so much honey, you sure 
spread a lot of vinegar!” 

“Lucy!” 

“Annnnnd,” Lucy continued, “I’m sorry for all the hurtful yet witty 
things I said to you. From now on, PII treat you like a member of my 
family, and all my insults will be meant with love.” 

Tangerina shrugged. “That works for me,” she said. 

The girls shook hands and everyone felt the tension lift between them. 

“You see, this is how it should be,” Brystal told the room. “As Lucy and 
I were reminded last night, there are enough people in this world who hate 


us and want to harm us—we shouldn’t be fighting with each other, too. 
Before we leave, I want the six of us to make a pact. Let’s promise to 
always encourage, support, and protect one another, no matter who or what 
tries to tear us apart.” 

According to the smiles on her classmates’ faces, Brystal could tell there 
were no objections to her idea, only enthusiasm for it. Lucy reached into her 
jumpsuit, pulled out a pocketknife, and started cutting the palm of her hand 
with its small blade. The sight of her blood made the others scream. 

“Oh my God, Lucy!” Tangerina yelled. “What the heck are you doing!” 

“What?” Lucy asked innocently. “We’re not making a blood pact?” 

“A verbal pact is good enough for me,” Brystal said. 

“Oh, sorry,” Lucy said. “I misinterpreted that one. Back to you, Brystal.” 

Lucy put her pocketknife away and wiped the blood onto her pants. 

“So we’re all in agreement?” Brystal asked. “We promise to look out for 
one another, to help one another succeed, and to inspire one another along 
the way?” 

She put her hand in the center of their group, and one by one, her 
classmates placed their hands on top of hers. 

“T promise,” Emerelda said. 

“Me too,” Xanthous said. 

“Me three,” Skylene said. 

“I promise, too,” Tangerina said. 

“So do I,” Lucy said. 

“Great,” Brystal said. “Now everyone, help me get rid of all these 
weeds.” 
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CIRCLE OF SECRETS 


The following morning, Mrs. Vee rang the chimes to announce breakfast, 


and Brystal climbed down the floating steps to the dining hall. She and her 
classmates took their seats around the table, but strangely, Madame 
Weatherberry was absent. They all assumed their teacher was just running 
late until Mrs. Vee entered from the kitchen and started serving the meal 
without her. 

“Who’s hungry?” Mrs. Vee asked. “Today I’m trying a little recipe I 
invented called egg-white surprise. Last one to guess what the surprise is 
has to do the dishes! HA-HA!” 

“Shouldn’t we wait for Madame Weatherberry to join us?” Brystal 
asked. 

“Oh, Madame Weatherberry isn’t here,” Mrs. Vee said. “She received a 
letter late last night and left the castle early this morning.” 

“Did she say where she was going or when she would be back?” Brystal 
asked. 

The housekeeper scrunched her brow as she tried to remember. 

“Now that you mention it, I don’t believe she did,” Mrs. Vee said. “She’s 
probably making a quick trip to visit her sick friend again. She did say she 
wanted all of you to keep practicing your improvement, rehabilitation, 
manifestation, and imagination exercises while she’s gone. Although you’|l 
have to find another volunteer because I’m officially retired from that 
position! HA-HA!” 

Hearing that Madame Weatherberry had snuck off without saying good- 
bye was troubling. The teacher’s odd behavior must have meant the 
Northern Conflict was still going on, and Brystal felt foolish for having 
hoped it was already resolved. All her fears and concerns about Madame 
Weatherberry’s safety immediately returned, depleting her appetite. Brystal 
sank in her seat and barely touched Mrs. Vee’s egg-white surprise. 
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The students and apprentices spent the rest of the morning outside 
practicing their magic. Brystal acted like a substitute teacher and 
encouraged her classmates as they conducted the exercises. She even gave 
them little assignments to boost their improvement, rehabilitation, 
manifestation, and imagination skills. With the truth finally revealed about 
what she was, Lucy practiced her magic with much more confidence than 
she had before, and she didn’t cower from the challenges like she used to. 

“Great job, Lucy!” Brystal praised her. “I asked you to manifest a hot 
spring, and that’s exactly what you did!” 

“Yeah, but it’s filled with boiling manure,” Lucy said. 

“You’re still making progress, and that’s all that matters,” Brystal said. 
“Now don’t take this personally, but I have to do something about that smell 
before we all pass out.” 

Later that afternoon, the students and apprentices were forced inside the 
castle when a powerful rainstorm blew in from the north and drenched the 
academy grounds. As they waited for the storm to pass, the students and 
apprentices gathered in the sitting room and listened to Brystal read The 
Tales of Tidbit Twitch aloud. Unfortunately, the rain didn’t stop, so Brystal 
continued reading into the evening. The evening turned into night and Mrs. 
Vee headed to bed, but the students and apprentices were enthralled with the 
story and begged Brystal to keep reading. Even the deer and elk heads 
mounted to the wall seemed interested. 

““Tidbit splashed through the mushy plains of Swamp Valley for three 
days and four nights,’” Brystal read aloud. “‘Everywhere he turned, the 
flooded swampland looked exactly the same in all directions, and the mouse 
feared he had been wandering in circles. He began worrying he would never 
see his beloved Mouse Kingdom again, but then the hazy air began to clear 
and he saw a fiery volcano glowing in the distance. Tidbit’s heart raced 
because he knew he had finally arrived at the dragon’s secret lair.’” 

Her audience cheered at the exciting passage, but not everyone was as 
enchanted by Tidbit’s adventure. 

“T’m boooooooored,” Lucy moaned. 

“What do you mean you’re bored?” Emerelda said. “This is the part 
we’ve been waiting for! Tidbit is finally going to fight the dragon!” 

Lucy rolled her eyes. “Look, I mean no disrespect to Mr. Tidbit—he’s a 
peacock among penguins—but all we ever do is sit around and listen to 


Brystal read! Don’t you guys want to do something different for a change?” 

“But we’re almost finished with the story!” Xanthous said. “Don’t you 
want to hear the ending?” 

“Oh please, everything in children’s fantasy is the same,” Lucy 
complained. “Let me guess, our lovable but unlikely hero, Tidbit, 
eventually arrives at the volcano and confronts the evil dragon. After a nail- 
biting fight, all seems lost for Tidbit, but then by a lucky twist of fate, the 
little rat manages to defeat the dragon and Tidbit learns he was much braver 
than he ever gave himself credit for. Am I close?” 

Everyone turned to Brystal to see if Lucy was correct. Brystal was 
shocked by the accuracy of Lucy’s guess, and her mouth dropped open. 

“Spoiler alert,” Skylene groaned. 

“See, I told you!” Lucy said. “Now let’s do something fun!” 

“Well, you’ve already ruined our night,” Tangerina said. “What else do 
you want to do?” 

“I don’t know, something crazy and spontaneous,” Lucy said, and 
excitedly thought of different options. “Oh! Let’s go unicorn tipping!” 

“T am not going outside in this rain,” Emerelda said. “If I catch a cold, 
I’ll be coughing up emeralds for weeks.” 

“All right, fair enough,” Lucy said. “Then maybe we could play a prank 
on Mrs. Vee? We can sneak into her bedroom while she’s asleep and put her 
hand in a bowl of water! That’s a classic!” 

“Classically cruel,” Brystal said. “Do you have any ideas that don’ 
involve harming innocent people or animals?” 

Lucy couldn’t think of any off the top of her head. She went quiet and 
scratched her neck while she brainstormed the perfect activity. 

“T’ve got it!” she exclaimed. “Let’s break into Madame Weatherberry’s 
office while she’s gone! I’m sure we’ll find something worth doing in 
there!” 

Tangerina and Skylene were appalled by Lucy’s proposition. 

“We can’t go into Madame Weatherberry’s office!” Tangerina said. “It’s 
against the rules! And we don’t have many rules to begin with!” 

“And you’ve already broken like half of them!” Skylene added. 

“We’ll only get into trouble if we get caught,” Lucy said. “Madame 
Weatherberry will never know we were in there. We’ll just pop in for a 
quick second, take a look, and if we don’t find anything entertaining, I 


promise we’ll turn around and leave. What do you say?” 

Normally Brystal would never have endorsed such an activity, but she 
was intrigued by Lucy’s idea. Since Madame Weatherberry had left the 
academy in such a hurry that morning, it was possible she might have left 
something behind that would reveal where she had gone. Perhaps Brystal 
would find a letter from the witches that Madame Weatherberry had left 
out? Perhaps she’d find a clue that offered insight into what the Northern 
Conflict was? If nothing else, Brystal could probably determine Madame 
Weatherberry’s location on the enlarged Map of Magic hanging on the 
office wall. 

“Come on, guys!” Lucy pleaded. “I feel like I’m in solitary 
confinement! Can we please do something stimulating just this once? I’m 
begging you!” 

“You know, even though it’s against the rules, sneaking into Madame 
Weatherberry’s office is practically harmless,” Brystal told the others. “And 
if it gets Lucy to shut up about being bored...” 

“Fine, we’ll give it a try,” Tangerina said. “But I sincerely doubt we’ll 
get inside. Madame Weatherberry’s office is probably protected by a 
powerful enchantment.” 

A sly grin came to Lucy’s face. “Challenge accepted!” she said. 

Lucy hopped off the sofa and proceeded into the entrance hall. The 
others followed her into the hall and up the floating staircase to the second 
floor. The children gathered around Madame Weatherberry’s office and 
Lucy tried opening the doors the traditional way, but they didn’t budge. 
Lucy then removed a hairpin from her pocket and sat on her knees while 
she examined the doorknobs and peeked through the keyhole. 

Tangerina and Skylene nervously looked back and forth between the 
unicorn and gryphon carvings on Madame Weatherberry’s doors—as if the 
magical creatures were judging their mischievous behavior. 

“This is a mistake,” Tangerina said. “We should go back downstairs and 
find something else to do. Maybe we could play a board game? Or hide- 
and-seek? Or we could dress up the mounted heads in the—” 

“Door’s open!” Lucy announced. 

“What?” Tangerina asked in shock. “How did you get past the 
enchantment?” 

“T just picked the lock,” Lucy said with a shrug. “Come on! Let’s go in!” 


Lucy pushed open the doors and led her timid classmates inside. 
Madame Weatherberry’s office was always a welcoming and cheerful place, 
but since it was strictly off-limits during their teacher’s absence, the 
charming room felt eerie. The pouring rain and thunderstorm outside didn’t 
help matters. With every flash of lightning, Madame Weatherberry’s glass 
furniture lit up like chandeliers. 

As soon as they were inside, Lucy started searching through all the 
fairy’s cabinets and shelves. She pushed the potions and spell books aside, 
as if she was looking for something in particular. Her classmates stayed in a 
close huddle by the door, afraid to touch anything. Brystal stayed with the 
others but looked around the room thoroughly. She tried to spot something 
out of the ordinary, but unfortunately the office was impeccably organized 
and Brystal didn’t see a single thing that seemed out of place. 

“Aha!” Lucy exclaimed. “She still has it!” 

“Still has what?” Skylene asked. 

Lucy removed a beautiful crystal bottle from a cabinet and held it up for 
her classmates to see. As she presented the bottle, a devious smile spread 
across her face. 

“Have you guys ever tried Fabubblous Fizz before?” Lucy asked. 

“Fabubblous Fizz?” Xanthous asked. “I’ve never heard of it.” 

“It’s a magical beverage,” Lucy eagerly explained. “It’s a celebratory 
drink the magical community serves on very special occasions. When my 
family was on tour a couple years ago, a member of the Goblin Tenors gave 
me a bottle for my eleventh birthday. Believe me, it’s unlike anything 
you’ve ever tasted! When my parents brought me to the academy, I saw 
Madame Weatherberry had a bottle stashed in here. We should have some!” 

“You can’t drink that!” Tangerina said. “She’ll know we were in here!” 

“Put it back before you incriminate us!” Skylene said. 

“Will you two lighten up?” Lucy said. “The whole cabinet is covered in 
dust. Madame Weatherberry won’t even notice it’s missing. I’m going to 
take the first sip!” 

Before they could convince her otherwise, Lucy used her teeth to pull 
the cork out of the bottle and took a satisfying swig. After her first gulp, 
Lucy burst into a fit of giggles and held her stomach like the Fabubblous 
Fizz was tickling her from the inside out. She started hiccupping, and large 
pink bubbles floated out of her mouth. 


“Now that’s some good stuff.” Lucy laughed. “Who wants a taste?” 

“Not me!” Tangerina said. 

“Me neither!” Skylene said. 

“PI have some!” Emerelda said. 

Tangerina and Skylene were visibly disappointed in Emerelda’s 
willingness, but it didn’t stop her. Lucy passed the bottle to Emerelda and 
she took a sip. She swirled the Fabubblous Fizz in her mouth for a couple of 
moments in a sophisticated manner. After she swallowed, Emerelda started 
chuckling just like Lucy, and she blew bubbles out of her mouth one at a 
time. 

“She’s right—that’s delicious,” Emerelda said. “It reminds me of the 
Coal Brew the dwarfs used to drink in the mine, except it doesn’t have the 
charcoal aftertaste. You guys are missing out if you don’t give it a try.” 

Emerelda handed the Fabubblous Fizz to Xanthous, and he peered inside 
the bottle as if it contained poison. 

“There isn’t any alcohol in this, is there?” Xanthous asked. 

Lucy had to think about it and Brystal could tell she didn’t know the 
answer. 

“Of course not,” Lucy decided. “Go on, Sparky! Give it a try!” 

Xanthous was overwhelmed by the peer pressure and took a quick drink. 
The sensation was much more amusing than he had predicted, and he 
laughed so hard bubbles erupted from his nose. After watching Xanthous’s 
pleasant reaction, Tangerina and Skylene didn’t want to be left out, so they 
tried the Fabubblous Fizz next. The girls giggled at each other and popped 
their bubbles as they burped them up. Brystal had the very last sip of 
Fabubblous Fizz, and just like the others, she chuckled as the fizzy 
beverage filled her stomach, and the bubbles tickled her tongue as they 
floated out of her mouth. 

“All right, we’ve had our fun,” Tangerina said. “Now let’s get out of 
here before we wake Mrs. Vee.” 

“What are you talking about?” Lucy said. “We’re just getting started!” 
She snatched the empty bottle of Fabubblous Fizz from Brystal. “I know 
what we should do next! Let’s play circle of secrets!” 

“What’s circle of secrets?” Skylene asked. 

“Tt’s a version of spin the bottle that you play with unattractive people,” 
Lucy explained. “No offense—I’d just rather have lemon juice in my eye 


than kiss any of you. The game is simple. We all sit in a circle and spin a 
bottle. Whoever it lands on has to share a secret they’ve never told anyone.” 

Before her classmates could object to playing the game, Lucy positioned 
everyone in a circle and sat them on the floor. She placed the bottle in the 
center and gave it a strong spin. As it came to a stop, Lucy blew on the 
bottle until it pointed to herself. 

“Oh great! I get to start us off,” she said. “Okay, I’ve got a good one! A 
few years ago, my family was performing in a variety show in the Western 
Kingdom. Well, it just so happened that Vinny Von Vic—the most famous 
tambourine player in the whole world—was performing in that same show. 
Naturally, I was jealous and I worried he would outshine me. So I locked 
him in his dressing room and he missed the performance. To this day, I still 
feel guilty whenever I think of old Vinny Von Vic, and sometimes when it’s 
quiet, I can still hear him banging on that dressing room door.” 

“I doubt that’s the worst thing you’ve ever done,” Tangerina said. 

“He was in there for three weeks and missed the birth of his first child,” 
Lucy added. “All right, let’s keep this pheasant flying! Who’s next?” 

Lucy gave the bottle another spin and it landed on Brystal. 

“Oh gosh, this is a tough one,” she said. “Actually, now that I think 
about it, I don’t really have any secrets—not anymore, at least. When I was 
living in the Southern Kingdom, everything I did was a secret. I had a secret 
collection of books, I had a secret job at the library, and of course, being a 
fairy was the ultimate secret. I guess none of that matters now that I’m here. 
It’s funny how a change of scenery can completely change someone.” 

Lucy groaned and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, it’s hysterical,” she said. 
“Moving on!” 

She spun the bottle with gusto, and when it finally stopped, the bottle 
was pointing directly at Xanthous. 

“I don’t really have any secrets, either,” he said. 

“Are you sure?” Lucy asked. 

When the others weren’t looking, Lucy winked at Brystal. It suddenly 
dawned on her why Lucy wanted to play circle of secrets—she was trying 
to figure out what Xanthous’s big secret was about the night his father 
perished in the fire. 

“T’m positive,” the boy said. “I spent so much effort hiding my powers I 
didn’t have time for any other secrets.” 


“Come on, Xanny, I’m sure you’ve got one in you,” Lucy said. “You’ve 
never done something you knew you weren’t supposed to? You’ve never 
been caught in the middle of misbehaving? You’ve never committed a 
forbidden act that resulted in an accidental but horrific event?” 

“Those are very specific questions,” Emerelda noted. 

Xanthous was confused by Lucy’s interrogation, but it didn’t take long 
for him to remember the event she was fishing for. The memory made the 
color drain from his cheeks. He looked to the floor with a devastated gaze, 
and he gripped his Muter Medal with both hands. 

“Oh yeah,” he said softly. “I suppose something like that did happen to 
me once.” 

“And?” Lucy pressed. 

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Xanthous said. “It happened on the night 
my father died.” 

“Pm afraid you have to tell us,” Lucy said. “Otherwise it’s seven years’ 
bad luck.” 

“Seven years?” Xanthous asked in a panic. 

“I don’t make the rules, I just play the game,” she said. 

Brystal covered Lucy’s mouth and took over the conversation before 
Xanthous was traumatized any further. 

“Xanthous, this game isn’t going to give you bad luck,” she said. “This 
is just Lucy’s unique way of trying to help you. We all know how terrible 
keeping a secret can feel. Secrets are like parasites—the longer you keep 
them inside you, the more damage they cause. So if you ever want to talk 
about the night your father passed away, we’ll be ready to listen.” 

The troubled boy thought about it and slowly nodded. 

“You’re right,” Xanthous said. “It doesn’t do me any good keeping it to 
myself. I just hope it doesn’t change your opinion of me.” 

“Of course it won’t,” Brystal said. “We made a pact, remember? You 
couldn’t get rid of us if you tried.” 

Her smile gave Xanthous the courage he needed. The boy sat straight up 
and let out a deep breath. 

“A few nights before Madame Weatherberry recruited me into her 
academy, I was at home by myself,” he told the others. “That night, my 
father came home from the pub earlier than he normally did. He walked 
into the house and caught me doing something I knew I shouldn’t have been 


doing—it was something he’d repeatedly told me not to do. My father 
began beating me and I accidentally started a fire that burned down our 
house and took his life.” 

“What did he catch you doing?” Emerelda asked. 

Recalling that night made Xanthous’s eyes water and his jaw quiver. 
Everyone in the room was on pins and needles as they waited for him to 
answer. 

“He... he... he...,” Xanthous said with difficulty. “He caught me 
playing with dolls!” 

After the confession was made, tears streamed down his cheeks and he 
covered his face in shame. His classmates were shocked, not because of 
what he had confessed, but because it was nothing even close to what they 
were expecting. 

“Dolls?” Lucy exclaimed. “That’s your big secret?” 

Xanthous lowered his hands and peeked at his classmates. 

“You don’t think that’s wrong?” he asked. 

“Wrong?” Lucy blurted out. “Xanthous, do you know how many men 
play with dolls in show business? Let me put it this way—if they all 
disappeared overnight, there would be no show business!” 

“Really?” Xanthous asked. “You’re not just saying that to make me feel 
better?” 

“T never say things to make people feel better!” Lucy said. “Gosh, I’m 
so disappointed right now. I was hoping you were making weapons, or 
hosting rooster fights, or writing radical manifestos! Not in a million years 
would I have guessed it was something as simple as playing with dolls. If 
your father was cruel enough to beat his own son for that, then he deserves 
to be dead!” 

The whole room gasped at Lucy’s extreme statement, but in many ways, 
it was exactly what Xanthous needed to hear. Brystal knew what he was 
thinking without having to ask him. Xanthous had been raised to believe his 
interests and preferences were shameful and despicable—to finally have 
someone dismiss them as simple and shameless was the greatest gift he 
could have been given. The boy sighed with relief like an invisible weight 
had been lifted off his shoulders. 

“T understand how you feel,” Brystal told him. “It’s ironic, but when I 
was growing up in the Southern Kingdom, I was forced to play with dolls. I 


was always furious about the expectations they placed on girls, but I never 
realized it was just as unfair for the boys.” 

Xanthous nodded. “Maybe it was for the best,” he said. “If we had had 
everything we wanted, then we might never have found what we need 
now.” 

Brystal and Xanthous shared a warm smile, knowing how grateful they 
both were to put the Southern Kingdom behind them. 

“That’s it, we’re done with this game!” Lucy announced. “Playing circle 
of secrets with you guys is like playing I spy with blind mole rats. Let’s find 
something else to do.” 

“Oh, I have an idea,” Tangerina said. “Why don’t we play Leave the 
Office While We Still Can?” 

“That sounds terrible,” Lucy said. “Instead of playing a game, why don’t 
we tell ghost stories? The weather is perfect for it.” 

“That sounds like fun!” Xanthous said. “Who wants to go first?” 

“I know a good story,” Emerelda said. “Back in the coal mine, the 
dwarfs used to talk about a phantom mine cart that moved through the 
caverns all by itself.” 

“Ooooooh, creepy!” Lucy said. “Go on.” 

A blank expression came to Emerelda’s face. “Well, there was a 
phantom mine cart that moved through the caverns all by itself,’ she 
repeated. “What more do you want?” 

“That can’t be the best story you’ve got,” Lucy said. 

Emerelda bit her lip and squinted at the ceiling while she thought about 
it. 

“Actually, there is another story I could tell,” she said. “And the scariest 
part is that it’s about someone who’s still living. Have any of you guys 
heard of the Snow Queen?” 

All her classmates shook their heads, excited to learn more. 

“She’s a real person causing a really big problem right now,” Emerelda 
explained. “The Northern Kingdom has tried to keep her a secret to prevent 
mass hysteria, but when you live in the In-Between like I did, you tend to 
get the unabridged version of bad news.” 

“Wait a second,” Brystal said, and leaned forward. “Did you just say 
she’s causing trouble in the Northern Kingdom?” 

“Trouble is an understatement,” Emerelda said. “The Snow Queen is 


causing destruction like the world has never seen. Many years ago, the 
Snow Queen was just a simple witch with a specialty for controlling the 
weather. One night, an angry mob found her home and killed her family! 
The loss devastated the witch. Her rage made her powers grow stronger 
than ever before, and she became the Snow Queen we know today. Right 
now, as we speak, the Snow Queen is attacking the Northern Kingdom as 
part of her revenge against humankind. And according to what I heard, she 
has more than half the kingdom in her frosty clutches!” 

“Oh, I have heard about this woman,” Lucy said. “She’s the reason the 
North has been so cold lately! My family had to cancel the northern leg of 
our last tour because all the roads were frozen!” 

Skylene leaned close to Tangerina and whispered in her friend’s ear: “I 
wonder if the Snow Queen has anything to do with the Northern Conflict.” 

The girls’ conversation caught Brystal’s attention and she jerked her 
head in their direction. She couldn’t believe her ears—Skylene had said 
exactly what Brystal was thinking. 

“Did you just say the Northern Conflict?” Brystal asked. 

“Yeah,” Skylene said. “Have you heard of it?” 

“Once or twice,” Brystal said. “Do you know what it is?” 

“We wish,” Tangerina said. “Me and Skylene heard Madame 
Weatherberry bring it up when she met with the sovereigns to talk about the 
academy, but we could barely make out what they were saying. She always 
asked us to leave the room before they started talking about it.” 

“In that case, I bet the Snow Queen is the Northern Conflict,” Lucy said. 
“Every show worth talking about has a strong leading lady.” 

“But how can we be sure the Snow Queen actually exists?” Brystal 
asked. “How do we know it’s not just a story?” 

“My papa has customers who have seen her with their own eyes,” 
Emerelda said. “They say the Snow Queen can summon a blizzard in 
seconds. They say she wears a giant snowflake as a crown and a fur coat 
made from the hair of her enemies. They say she abducts children from 
their homes and feasts on their innocent flesh. They say it doesn’t matter 
how hard the Northern Kingdom’s army fights her, she only becomes 
stronger and stronger. And most terrifying of all, they say the Snow Queen 
won’t stop until the whole world is covered in her icy wrath!” 

As if Emerelda had planned it, the conclusion of the story was followed 


by a flash of lightning that made everyone scream. 

“Well, I say it’s time for bed,” Tangerina said. “I’ve had as much 
mischief and horror as I can stand for one night.” 

“T agree.” Skylene yawned. “I’m going to have nightmares enough as it 
is.” 

“We don’t have to be worried about the Snow Queen, though, do we?” 
Xanthous asked. “I mean, there isn’t a chance she might come to the 
academy, is there?” 

“Probably not,” Emerelda said. “The Northern Kingdom is so far away 
from here, I bet someone stops her before she gets close to us.” 

The classmates called it a night and headed for the door, but Brystal 
stayed seated on the floor. Her heart was racing after listening to Emerelda’s 
story, not because the tale frightened her, but because of how frighteningly 
familiar it all sounded. 

“Brystal, are you coming?” Lucy called from the doors. “I’ve got to lock 
up on our way out so it doesn’t look suspicious.” 

“Just a moment,” she said. “I want to check something before we go.” 

Brystal moved a chair under the enlarged Map of Magic that hung over 
the fireplace. She climbed onto the chair and took a close look at all the 
glittering stars that represented the different fairies and witches living 
around the world. However, when Brystal’s eyes moved past the Northern 
Kingdom, the majority of the country was blank. Even the areas 
surrounding the major cities and the kingdom’s capital were completely 
vacant of magical life. Brystal wondered if it was just a coincidence, or if 
the magical community had evacuated to save themselves from the Snow 
Queen’s destruction. 

Only a small cluster of five stars remained in the dark area of the 
Northern Kingdom, and among them was one of the brightest stars on the 
map. One by one, Brystal touched the stars with her finger and the names 
Feliena Scratchworth, Crowbeth Clawdale, Squidelle Inkerson, and 
Newtalia Vipes appeared next to them. Then Brystal touched the largest star 
in the group and gasped when the name Celeste Weatherberry appeared 
beside it. 

“So that’s Madame Weatherberry’s secret,” Brystal said to herself. “She 
hasn’t been leaving the academy to visit a sick friend—she’s been in the 
Northern Kingdom fighting the Snow Queen!” 





CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


I 


PROMISES 


Brystal tossed and turned all night with nightmares of Madame 


Weatherberry battling the Snow Queen. She dreamed the fairy was 
repeatedly knocked to the ground by a ferocious monster in a fur coat and 
snowflake crown. Madame Weatherberry reached for Brystal and begged 
for help, but there was nothing Brystal could do because she was frozen 
inside a large cube of ice. Even as she woke up in a cold sweat, the images 
in her dream were so lifelike Brystal was convinced it was actually 
happening. And for all she knew, it was. 

Between the nightmares of Madame Weatherberry in peril, and the 
dreams of witch hunters chasing her through the In-Between, Brystal was 
starting to think she’d feel more rested if she just stayed awake. She stepped 
out of bed and decided to take a walk through the castle to clear her head. 

As Brystal walked down the third-floor corridor, she could hear a couple 
of her classmates snoring in their bedrooms. She passed Xanthous’s door 
and remembered his painful confession from circle of secrets. Brystal’s 
heart filled with sympathy for the boy. She decided to check on him and 
quietly pulled open his heavy steel door. When she peeked into his room, 
Xanthous was sound asleep on his metal bed, wrapped up in his foil sheets. 
He had set his Muter Medal on his iron nightstand, and while Xanthous 
slept, the flames on his body increased and decreased as he inhaled and 
exhaled. 

Brystal felt strange watching him sleep, but it was nice to see Xanthous 
resting so peacefully. With his secret finally off his chest, she figured he 
was sleeping better than he had since arriving at the academy. Before 
leaving, Brystal waved her wand, and a collection of aluminum dolls 
appeared in the corner of Xanthous’s room, so he would have a fun surprise 
to wake up to in the morning. 

The castle was dark and quiet as Brystal moved through it, but she found 
the solitude comforting. She stepped outside and stood on the castle’s front 
steps and was happy to see that the rain had finally stopped. The night sky 
was Starting to lighten as dawn approached, and the gryphons were already 


awake, hunting for breakfast. Watching the majestic creatures flying 
through the air reminded Brystal of how lucky she was to live in such a 
wonderful place. She had been at the academy for less than a month, but 
already Brystal couldn’t imagine living anywhere else in the world—and 
she hoped she’d never have to. 

As she gazed around the property, admiring all the colorful trees and 
flowers, Brystal spotted something shiny moving toward her in the distance. 
Madame Weatherberry’s golden carriage had returned to the academy, and 
Brystal was so thankful to see it she jumped up and down with excitement. 
Eventually the carriage pulled up to the castle’s front steps and Brystal ran 
to it to greet her teacher. 

“Madame Weatherberry!” she cried. “I’m so glad you’re back! I was 
worried you—” 

The carriage door swung open and Brystal stopped in her tracks—she 
hardly recognized the woman inside. Madame Weatherberry had aged 
another decade, she wore a thick violet coat that covered her whole body 
from the neck down, and there was a large black bruise on the left side of 
her face. She looked at Brystal and the castle in a daze like she was 
confused about where she was. Madame Weatherberry tried to climb down 
from the carriage, but she was so weak she could barely stand, and the fairy 
collapsed on the ground. 

“Madame Weatherberry!” Brystal screamed. 





"eo we eo! 


Madame Weatherberry spent the whole day resting in her office. The only 
person she allowed inside was Mrs. Vee, and that was to deliver bandages 
and rubbing alcohol. Brystal paced outside the doors and waited for the 
housekeeper to emerge with an update. When Mrs. Vee finally stepped out, 
the concern in her eyes told Brystal everything she needed to know. 

“How is she?” Brystal asked. 

“Better, but not by much,” Mrs. Vee said. “I cleaned the wound on her 
face, but it was the only injury she would let me look at. A few of her bones 
might be broken, but she wouldn’t let me get near them.” 

“Can’t she heal herself with magic?” Brystal asked. 


“Usually,” Mrs. Vee said. “Unless the injuries were caused by magic.” 

“Did she tell you what happened?” Brystal asked. 

“She said she slipped and fell while she was visiting her friend,” Mrs. 
Vee said. 

“A fall?” Brystal said. “She said a fall caused this?” 

Mrs. Vee sighed. “I don’t want to start rumors, but if I’m honest with 
you, I’m starting to get a little suspicious. With all the strange letters, the 
unexpected trips, the witches, and now this—I think something is going on 
that Madame Weatherberry isn’t telling us.” 

Clearly, the housekeeper thought her suspicion was a_ brand-new 
discovery. 

“Pm glad you found me this morning,” Mrs. Vee said. “Lord knows 
Madame Weatherberry would rather have crawled into the castle than call 
for help. She wants to save the world, but heaven forbid if someone cares 
for her. What did you tell your classmates?” 

“T just told them Madame Weatherberry returned early this morning and 
wasn’t feeling well,” Brystal said. “I tried to be as vague as possible so they 
wouldn’t worry.” 

“Well, I hope it works,” Mrs. Vee said. “Madame Weatherberry said she 
would like to speak to you now. Maybe you’ll have better luck finding out 
the truth than I did. But I have to warn you, she’s not in her normal spirits.” 

The housekeeper headed down the floating staircase to put the unused 
bandages away. Brystal knocked on Madame Weatherberry’s door and 
peered inside the office. 

“Madame Weatherberry?” Brystal asked. “Mrs. Vee said you wanted to 
see me.” 

The fairy was seated behind her glass desk and looked so exhausted 
Brystal thought she might fall asleep at any moment. She had popped the 
collar of her violet coat to conceal the bruise on her face. The veil on her 
fascinator was lowered to cover her weary, bloodshot eyes. Besides being 
tired and injured, Madame Weatherberry was completely drained of her 
cheerful disposition, and she stared at the floor with a melancholy longing. 

“Close the door behind you,” she said softly. 

Brystal followed her instructions and then sat at Madame 
Weatherberry’s desk. 

“How are you feeling?” Brystal asked. “I heard you had a bad fall while 


you were visiting your—” 

“You can stop pretending, Brystal,” Madame Weatherberry said sharply. 
“I know you’re aware of much more than you’re letting on.” 

Brystal’s initial instinct was to act like she didn’t know what the fairy 
was talking about, but as Madame Weatherberry looked deeply into her 
eyes, Brystal realized a performance was useless. 

“How did you know?” she asked. 

“Sometimes magic has a mind of its own,” Madame Weatherberry said. 
“On your first day at the academy, I suspected the castle put you in a 
bedroom directly above my office for a reason. It wasn’t until I was leaving 
with the witches, and you hugged me good-bye, that I realized why. The 
castle put you in that room because it wanted you to spy on me. It knew we 
would be having this conversation long before I did.” 

“Madame Weatherberry, I don’t understand,” Brystal said. “What 
conversation are we having?” 

“Before we get into that, I want to make sure we’re on the same page,” 
the fairy said. “I’m sure you’ve developed a few theories to explain my 
questionable behavior. So tell me what you think is going on, and PI fill in 
the blanks.” 

Brystal was thrilled for an opportunity to finally learn the truth, but she 
worried that Madame Weatherberry wasn’t in the right state of mind to be 
handing out information. 

“Are you sure you want to do this now?” she asked. “I don’t want you to 
regret it later.” 

“I insist,’ Madame Weatherberry said. 

“All right, then,” Brystal said. “From the information I’ve gathered so 
far, I know you haven’t been leaving the academy to visit a sick friend— 
you’ve been traveling to the Northern Kingdom to help solve something 
called the Northern Conflict.” 

“And what do you suspect the Northern Conflict is?” Madame 
Weatherberry asked. 

Brystal hesitated to respond. “As ridiculous as it sounds, I believe the 
Northern Conflict is just a code name for a woman known as the Snow 
Queen.” 

“Go on,” the fairy said. 

“Well, the Snow Queen is a very powerful witch who’s been attacking 


the Northern Kingdom,” Brystal continued. “She’s covered the kingdom in 
icy blizzards and caused massive amounts of destruction. No matter what 
the Northern Kingdom’s army does, they haven’t been able to defeat her 
yet. Before you had the idea to start our academy, you saw defeating the 
Snow Queen as an opportunity to gain worldwide acceptance for the 
magical community. You thought if someone like you saved the world, then 
the world would finally have a reason to respect people like us. So you 
teamed up with the witches and created a plan to stop her, but it’s been 
more difficult than you predicted.” 

Brystal felt silly after hearing herself say it all out loud. She half 
expected Madame Weatherberry to laugh at the outlandish theory, but the 
fairy never flinched. 

“You’re only wrong about one thing,” Madame Weatherberry said. 

“Which part?” Brystal asked. 

“The Snow Queen is the sick friend that I’ve been visiting,” she said. “I 
haven’t been lying about that. After a very tragic loss, my dear friend 
Queenie became infected with hate—and hate is the most powerful disease 
on the planet. For years, I watched the illness consume her and change her 
into a monster, and regrettably, I did nothing to help her. By the time she 
was wreaking havoc on the Northern Kingdom, it was too late to reason 
with her. Queenie has been blinded by vengeance, and now violence is the 
only language she speaks.” 

“But how could you be friends with a witch in the first place?” Brystal 
asked. “Wasn’t she full of evil and darkness to begin with?” 

“It’s possible to love a person beyond their demons, Brystal,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. “After all, there was a chance that Lucy was a witch, but 
it didn’t stop you from following her into the In-Between. You chose to 
love Lucy for who she was instead of what she was, and I made the same 
choice with Queenie. But unlike you, I failed Queenie as a friend. The 
angrier and more hateful she became, the more distance I put between us. I 
abandoned her when she needed me most, and now I’m partially to blame 
for what she’s become.” 

“Then she’s still alive, isn’t she?” Brystal asked. “If you had already 
defeated her, you wouldn’t be referring to her in present tense.” 

“My friend has been dead for years,” she said. “But unfortunately, the 
Snow Queen is still very much alive, and stronger than ever.” 


Brystal glanced up at the enlarged Map of Magic above the fireplace. “If 
she’s so strong, why doesn’t she appear on the map?” she asked. 

“Pm afraid you won’t find the Snow Queen on any Map of Magic,” 
Madame Weatherberry said. “She’s made herself untraceable so she can 
attack without warning. I’ve managed to stop her destruction from 
spreading beyond the Northern Kingdom, but each encounter is more taxing 
than the last.” 

“You aren’t going to face her again, are you?” Brystal asked. 

Madame Weatherberry closed her eyes and nodded in despair. 

“I’m afraid I have no choice,” she said. “No one else can face the Snow 
Queen. Right now I’m the only thing standing in the way of her attempts at 
global obliteration.” 

“But, Madame Weatherberry, you can’t!” Brystal objected. “Fighting her 
in your condition would be suicide!” 

Madame Weatherberry raised a hand to silence Brystal, and her eyes 
beamed with a grave urgency. 

“Now we must have the conversation I was referring to earlier,” 
Madame Weatherberry said. “Please don’t share this with the others, but 
there is a very strong possibility I won’t survive defeating the Snow Queen. 
I remain optimistic, but one must never let positivity outweigh practicality. 
It’s only a matter of time before I’m called back to the Northern Kingdom, 
and if I should perish, I want you to take over the academy.” 

“Me?” Brystal asked in shock. “But what about Mrs. Vee? Or 
Tangerina? Or Skylene?” 

“Mrs. Vee and the girls aren’t as strong as you are, Brystal,” the fairy 
said. “From the moment I placed the magic wand in your hand, and 
watched your star on the Map of Magic grow, I knew you were the only 
person who could replace me. So please, if I don’t live to see another year, 
promise me you’ll continue my work, promise me you’ll help your 
classmates reach their full potential, and promise me you’ll use your magic 
to help and heal people, and change the world’s perspective of the magical 
community.” 

Tears ran down Brystal’s face as she imagined a world without Madame 
Weatherberry. She couldn’t believe the responsibility her teacher was 
asking her to accept, but Brystal knew in her heart there was nothing she 
wouldnt do for the fairy. 


“No one could ever replace you, Madame Weatherberry,” she said. “I 
could never repay you for the life you’ve given me, but I promise to 
continue your legacy in your absence, whether that day comes soon, or 
decades from now.” 

A faint grin grew on the fairy’s face, but it quickly faded. Brystal could 
tell there was something else that Madame Weatherberry needed to discuss 
with her and it was a topic the fairy dreaded with all her might. 

“And now I’m afraid I have an even greater request to ask of you,” 
Madame Weatherberry said. “It brings me great pain to place such a heavy 
burden on your shoulders, but there is no way around it.” 

Brystal was confused. She couldn’t imagine a bigger task than the one 
she had already accepted. 

“What is it?” she asked. 

Madame Weatherberry took a deep breath before making the difficult 
request. 

“In the event that I perish without defeating the Snow Queen,” she said 
with difficulty, “then you must kill her, Brystal.” 

Brystal felt like she had been kicked in the stomach. Her heart began 
racing, her palms became sweaty, and the office started spinning around her. 

“Madame Weatherberry, I can’t kill the Snow Queen!” she exclaimed. 
“T’ve never hurt anyone before! I couldn’t even defend myself against the 
witch hunters—I panicked under the pressure!” 

“That wasn’t your fault—it was mine,” Madame Weatherberry said. 
“I’ve made a grave mistake as your teacher. My lessons have been 
preparing you and your classmates for the world I wanted you to live in, but 
I have not prepared you for the world that actually exists. Starting 
tomorrow, I’m going to begin instructing you and the others in how to use 
magic to defend yourselves. You may not be ready to face the Snow Queen 
today, but one day you will be.” 

“But, Madame Weatherberry, I’m only fourteen years old 
reminded her. “I’m just a child! You can’t ask me to do this!” 

“Brystal, you may be young, but you’ve never had the luxury of being a 
child,” Madame Weatherberry said. “You’ve been a fighter since the day 
you were born. You looked beyond the limits the world placed upon you 
and strove for a better life, and now you must look beyond the limits you’re 
placing upon yourself and strive for a better world. If neither of us can 
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successfully defeat the Snow Queen, then everything—the world, the 
academy, and life as we know it—will be destroyed.” 

Madame Weatherberry was putting Brystal in an impossible position. 
She had never killed anything before, but now she was being asked to kill 
the most powerful witch in the world. Brystal wanted to refuse her request 
with every fiber of her being, but Madame Weatherberry gazed at her with 
such desperation in her eyes, Brystal didn’t have the heart to disappoint the 
fairy. She looked to the floor and reluctantly nodded in agreement. 

“Okay,” Brystal said. “I hope and pray it never comes to that, but if you 
can’t kill the Snow Queen... I will.” 

After Brystal made her second promise, Madame Weatherberry closed 
her eyes, leaned back in her chair, and sighed with relief. 

“Thank you, Brystal,” the fairy said. “You have no idea how comforting 
it is to hear you say that. Now if you’ll please excuse me, I should rest. 
We’ll both need all our strength for the days ahead.” 
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The next morning, Madame Weatherberry met her students and apprentices 
on the castle’s front lawn to begin their first lesson in magical self-defense. 
The fairy hadn’t joined them for breakfast, and when she finally appeared, 
the children were shocked to see their teacher in such a fragile state. 
Besides her bruised face, Madame Weatherberry walked with a glass cane 
and needed Mrs. Vee’s assistance to climb down the castle’s front steps. She 
was completely drained of her usual charm and energy, and had to conduct 
the lesson while sitting on a glass stool. 

“Please forgive my delicate appearance,” Madame Weatherberry told her 
concerned pupils. “I’m recovering from a nasty fall I had while visiting my 
friend.” 

“Did you fall off a cliff?” Lucy asked. 

“Tt looks worse than it feels,’ Madame Weatherberry said, and swiftly 
changed the subject. “Now for today’s lesson, we’ll be using our magic for 
a purpose we haven’t explored yet. It doesn’t matter how much joy and 
comfort we spread; because of the challenging times we live in, it’s very 
likely that we’ll cross paths with people and creatures who wish to harm us. 


And when the situation is justified, we can use our magic to protect 
ourselves and others from danger. Your assignment this morning is to use 
your magic to defend yourself from the forces trying to hurt you. Xanthous, 
we'll start with you.” 

Xanthous gulped nervously. “And what kind of forces will I be 
defending myself from?” he asked. 

Instead of responding, Madame Weatherberry tapped her cane on the 
ground six times, and six scarecrows appeared in the nearby field. The fairy 
tapped her cane again, and the first scarecrow came to life and detached 
itself from its wooden post. As soon as its feet touched the ground, the 
scarecrow charged toward Xanthous with arms flailing in all directions. The 
boy screamed and the scarecrow chased him in circles around the property. 

“I’m not ready for this!” Xanthous yelled. “I think someone else should 
go first!” 

“These situations can be alarming, but it’s important to remain calm and 
keep a clear head,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Take a deep breath and 
imagine the quickest way to disarm your attacker.” 

Despite the fairy’s recommendations, Xanthous couldn’t summon 
tranquility to save his life. The scarecrow eventually caught up to the boy 
and wrestled him to the ground. His classmates desperately wanted to help 
him, but Madame Weatherberry wouldn’t let them intervene. Xanthous 
removed his Muter Medal and, thanks to his anxiety, his body was instantly 
engulfed in flames. The scarecrow was burned to a crisp and crumbled into 
a pile of ashes. Xanthous’s classmates cheered for him, and the boy stayed 
on the ground until he caught his breath. 

“Well done, Xanthous,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Tangerina, you’re 
up next.” 

For the rest of the morning, Madame Weatherberry’s students took turns 
magically defending themselves from the enchanted scarecrows. Tangerina 
splashed her scarecrow’s feet with honey, and it became stuck to the 
ground. Emerelda trapped her scarecrow inside an emerald cage before it 
even climbed down from its wooden post. Skylene pointed her finger at her 
scarecrow, and a powerful geyser erupted from her fingertip and ripped it to 
shreds. Brystal waved her wand, and a flock of white doves raised her 
scarecrow into the air and dropped it into the sparkling ocean behind the 
castle. Lucy clapped her hands, and her scarecrow was crushed by a 


massive piano that fell from the sky. 

“Finally, something I’m good at!” Lucy said. 

Madame Weatherberry’s self-defense lesson was by far the most 
enjoyable lesson the students and apprentices had participated in. They 
laughed and applauded one another as they defeated the scarecrows one by 
one. Brystal was envious of the fun her classmates were having with the 
assignment. Unbeknownst to the others, Madame Weatherberry’s lesson 
was designed specifically for her, and the exercises were preparing Brystal 
for a potential confrontation with the Snow Queen. It was hard for her to 
enjoy herself when the fate of the world depended on how well she 
perfected her skills. 

“Terrific work, everyone,” Madame Weatherberry said, and clapped with 
the little energy she could muster. “You’ve done a wonderful job defending 
yourself from one attacker, but let’s see how you manage when you’re 
outnumbered by the—” 

“Madame Weatherberry!” Skylene suddenly shouted. “The witches are 
back!” 

Everyone jerked in the direction Skylene pointed to, and sure enough, 
they saw four cloaked figures standing at the edge of the property. Just as 
on their previous visit, the witches instantly made the children uneasy, but 
no one was more fearful than Brystal. She knew there was only one reason 
why the witches had traveled to the academy. 

As soon as their presence was known, Crowbeth, Newtalia, Feliena, and 
Squidelle crept toward the fairy and her students. Madame Weatherberry 
was already so fatigued it was hard to gauge her reaction to the unexpected 
guests. The fairy slowly got to her feet and stared at the approaching 
witches with a stoic gaze. Before they exchanged a single word in front of 
the children, Madame Weatherberry headed for the castle, and the witches 
followed her. 

“T suppose this means the rest of our lesson is postponed,” Brystal told 
the others. “I think Pll take a quick nap before lunch.” 

Brystal hurried into the castle and ran up the floating staircase to her 
bedroom. By the time she looked through the hole in her bookshelf and 
peered into Madame Weatherberry’s office, her teacher was already seated 
behind her glass desk. The witches hovered over the fairy like looming 
predators. Madame Weatherberry rested her head on her hand and didn’t 


even look up at her visitors. 

“Well? Get on with it,” the fairy said in a faint voice. “What news have 
you brought this time?” 

“King Nobleton is dead,” Crowbeth screeched. 

Madame Weatherberry sat straight up in her chair. 

“What?” she gasped. “He didn’t evacuate Tinzel Heights before she 
attacked?” 

“No,” Squidelle grumbled. “General White warned him she was 
approaching and told him to leave the capital, but the king was stubborn 
and ignored his advice. He and the royal family were in the middle of 
dinner at the palace when she struck. No one survived.” 

“That foolish, foolish man,” Madame Weatherberry said, and angrily 
shook her head. “I always knew his pride would be the death of him.” 

“Only one city remains in the Northern Kingdom,” Feliena growled. 
“The entire population has fled to Appleton Village—and it’s only a few 
miles away from Tinzel Heights. General White is days away from 
surrendering, and when he does, the kingdom will face extinction!” 

“What about the other sovereigns?” Madame Weatherberry asked. “Why 
haven’t King Champion or Queen Endustria or King Warworth sent 
reinforcements? Don’t they realize their kingdoms are in just as much 
danger as the North?” 

“The sovereigns are in denial,” Crowbeth screeched. “Nobleton assured 
them he had the situation under control, so that is what the monarchs 
choose to believe. General White has sent word of Nobleton’s death, but 
they’ve still denied his requests for help!” 

“The sovereigns believe the conflict can be contained by closing the 
borders,” Feliena growled. “They’ve shut down the Protected Paths, and 
now the Northern refugees are trapped. The truth is, Champion, Endustria, 
and Warworth will not recognize the threat until the destruction crosses into 
their kingdoms.” 

“Those selfish idiots!” Madame Weatherberry yelled, and hit her desk 
with a clenched fist. “I met with the monarchs and warned them of the 
danger! All of this could have been avoided if they had granted General 
White’s first request for help!” 

Madame Weatherberry closed her weary eyes and massaged her graying 
temples while she contemplated what to do next. 
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“I thought I would have more time to rest...,” she said weakly. “I 
wanted to be stronger before I faced her again.... I didn’t think it would be 
SO soon....” 

“Celessste, we mussst ssstrike!” Newtalia hissed. “Thisss could be our 
lassst chance to sssecure the ressspect we dessserve!” 

To Brystal’s surprise, Madame Weatherberry looked toward the ceiling 
at the exact spot where she was watching from. She knew the next thing out 
of Madame Weatherberry’s mouth was meant for her ears. 

“You’re wrong, Newtalia,” the fairy said. “If we don’t succeed, someone 
else will secure acceptance for our community in the future. And I have 
absolute confidence in them.” 

The message was so intimate and direct Brystal had to remind herself 
she wasn’t actually in the room with Madame Weatherberry. The witches 
weren’t sure who the fairy was talking to and looked around the office in 
confusion. Madame Weatherberry stood with difficulty and collected her 
suitcase. 

“If it must be done, it must be done,” she told the witches. “We can 
leave as soon as I say good-bye to my students.” 

Madame Weatherberry hobbled out of her office and the witches 
followed. Brystal couldn’t believe the fairy’s courage—she could barely 
stand, and yet she was willing to stand up to the Snow Queen in spite of her 
failing condition. Brystal’s stomach was in knots as she worried about 
losing her teacher and fulfilling the promises she had made her. 

By the time she and the others regrouped, everyone was standing outside 
the castle and Madame Weatherberry had already broken the news of her 
departure. 

“You’re leaving again?” Tangerina said. “Already?” 

“Unfortunately so,” Madame Weatherberry said. “My friend has become 
very ill and doesn’t have much time left. I need to say good-bye while I still 
have the chance.” 

“When will you be back?” Skylene asked. 

“T don’t know,” Madame Weatherberry said. “I may be gone for a long 
time, so I want you to continue your training while Pm away. Brystal will 
be in charge until I return, so please listen to her and show her the respect 
you’d normally give me.” 

Madame Weatherberry became teary-eyed as she said farewell. 


“Pm going to miss you all very, very much,” the fairy said. “Being your 
teacher has been the greatest privilege of my life, and watching you all 
blossom into fairies has been my greatest joy. Be good to one another, 
children.” 

They were puzzled by their teacher’s touching remarks. Madame 
Weatherberry hugged each of her students, her apprentices, and Mrs. Vee 
good-bye. When it was Brystal’s turn, Brystal pulled her teacher into a tight 
embrace so she could whisper into Madame Weatherberry’s ear without the 
others hearing it. 

“Please don't go,” Brystal whispered. “We aren't ready to lose you.” 

“I wish I could stay,” Madame Weatherberry whispered back. “But the 
universe has other plans for me.” 

“Then take me with you,” Brystal pleaded. “Let’s face the Snow Queen 
together. You don’t have to do this on your own.” 

“The others need you more than I do,” the fairy said. “Take care of 
them, Brystal. And please, remember what you promised me.” 

Madame Weatherberry tossed her brooch on the ground, and the golden 
carriage grew to its full size. Four unicorns emerged from a nearby field, 
and the carriage’s reins magically fastened around them. The witches 
helped Madame Weatherberry into the carriage and took their seats beside 
her. As they traveled through the property, Madame Weatherberry looked 
out the window at the grounds, the castle, and the students of her beloved 
academy, and with one final bittersweet smile, the fairy said a thousand 
good-byes. 

“That was odd,” Emerelda said. “She’s coming back? Right?” 

Mrs. Vee and the children turned to Brystal for an answer. Even after 
Madame Weatherberry’s carriage disappeared into the hedge barrier, Brystal 
continued staring into the distance so the others didn’t detect the dishonesty 
in her eyes. 

“Of course she’s coming back,” Brystal said. “Madame Weatherberry 
would never abandon us. Never.” 
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Two whole weeks passed without any word whatsoever from Madame 


Weatherberry. Brystal didn’t think it was humanly possible to worry more 
than she already was, but her concerns multiplied the longer she waited. 
She practically lived on the castle’s front steps while the fairy was gone, 
and she spent the majority of each day eyeing the edge of the property, 
hoping her teacher’s golden carriage would reappear in the distance. 

Every few hours, Brystal snuck into Madame Weatherberry’s office to 
check the fairy’s whereabouts on the Map of Magic. Thankfully, her teacher 
and the witches’ stars were still shining in the Northern Kingdom, so 
Brystal knew Madame Weatherberry was alive. 

By the end of Madame Weatherberry’s second week away from the 
academy, Brystal was so distraught she couldn’t hide her anguish anymore. 
She kept to herself and avoided her classmates whenever possible. She 
barely spoke, but when she did, it was only to bark out orders or make 
passive-aggressive comments while she supervised the self-defense lessons. 
The students became so good at the exercises, they could each battle a 
dozen scarecrows on their own, but Brystal still forced them to practice 
harder and longer each day. 

“Tangerina, that honey needs to be deeper! Xanthous, those flames need 
to be higher! Skylene, that water won't be enough to stop a man in armor! 
Emerelda, that cage needs to be stronger! And, Lucy, self-defense is about 
more than just dropping heavy instruments on your enemies—think of 
something else! Everyone do it again!” 

Her classmates were getting tired of Brystal’s attitude, but no one was 
more irritated than Lucy. Brystal’s constant commanding and criticizing 
flustered Lucy to no end and she eventually lost her patience. 

“That’s it!” Lucy shouted. “We’re not practicing anymore!” 

Before Brystal could enchant a new batch of scarecrows for the lesson, 
Lucy snatched Brystal’s wand out of her hand and held it above her head. 

“Lucy, give me back my wand!” Brystal ordered. 

“No!” Lucy said. “I’m sick of you squawking at us!” 

“Stop being so immature!” Brystal said. “Madame Weatherberry told 
you to respect me!” 

“T’ll respect you when the real you shows up!” Lucy said. “What’s 
gotten into you, Brystal? You’ve been acting mean and moody ever since 
Madame Weatherberry left. I know something is wrong and I’m not giving 
back your wand until you tell us what’s going on!” 


“Nothing is going on!” Brystal lied. “Madame Weatherberry left me in 
charge! I’m trying to train you!” 

“And what are you training us for?” Lucy asked. “You’ve been drilling 
us like we’re going to war!” 

“WELL, MAYBE WE ARE!” Brystal yelled. 

As soon as the words escaped her mouth, Brystal knew there was no 
going back. Her outburst proved Lucy’s suspicions correct, and the rest of 
her classmates became just as concerned. Brystal desperately wanted to 
explain herself, but Madame Weatherberry had specifically asked her not to 
share the truth with her classmates. Brystal didn’t know what to do and was 
suddenly overwhelmed. She sat on the castle’s front steps, and tears spilled 
down her face. 

“Brystal, what’s the matter?” Emerelda asked. “Why are you crying?” 

“T wish I could tell you,” Brystal said. 

“Of course you can tell us,” Tangerina said. 

“We might be able to help you,” Skylene said. 

“No, it’s between me and Madame Weatherberry,” Brystal said. “I don’t 
want you to worry about it.” 

“Tt’s a little too late for that,” Lucy said. “Come on, whatever’s troubling 
you can’t be as bad as you think it is. I mean, it’s not like it’s the end of the 
world.” 

Lucy’s comment only made Brystal cry even harder. Xanthous sat on the 
steps beside her and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. 

“Please tell us what’s wrong,” he said sweetly. “Secrets are like 
parasites, remember?” 

Her friends’ curiosity made the situation even more suffocating, and 
Brystal buckled under the pressure. She knew admitting the truth wouldn’t 
solve anything, but if it released just an ounce of the agony inside her, it 
would be worth breaking her teacher’s trust. 

“Madame Weatherberry hasn’t been leaving the academy to visit a sick 
friend—at least, not in the way you think,” she said. “She’s been traveling 
to the Northern Kingdom to fight the Snow Queen.” 

“Whaaat?” Lucy blurted. 

“T know it sounds crazy, but it’s the truth!” Brystal said. 

“How do you know this?” Emerelda asked. 

“Madame Weatherberry told me herself,’ Brystal said. “That’s the 


Northern Conflict that she’s been discussing with the sovereigns and the 
witches in secret! The Snow Queen has become so powerful Madame 
Weatherberry is the only person who can stop her. So far, she’s prevented 
the Snow Queen’s destruction from spreading beyond the Northern 
Kingdom, but each encounter leaves Madame Weatherberry weaker than 
before. I begged her to let me go with her, but she was adamant about going 
alone.” 

“Are you saying Madame Weatherberry is in danger?” Tangerina asked. 

“As much danger as someone can be in,” Brystal said. “Madame 
Weatherberry said she’s optimistic, but she’s already made plans in case she 
doesn’t survive. If she perishes while defeating the Snow Queen, Madame 
Weatherberry wants me to take over the academy—and if she perishes 
before defeating the Snow Queen, she says I’m the one who has to kill her!” 

At first it was difficult for her classmates to believe everything Brystal 
said, but the more they thought about it, the more it explained Madame 
Weatherberry’s mysterious behavior. Brystal didn’t blame her friends for 
being skeptical—she had known the truth for weeks and it was still hard for 
her to believe it. 

“Well, the chicken thickens,” Lucy said, and placed her hands on her 
hips. 

“Brystal, why didn’t you tell us sooner?” Skylene asked. 

Brystal sighed. “Madame Weatherberry didn’t want you to know,” she 
said. “Thats why I’ve been acting like such a lunatic—it’s been torture 
keeping all of this to myself! I’m not ready to lose Madame Weatherberry— 
and I’m certainly not ready to kill the Snow Queen! I’ve never felt so 
helpless in my entire life! And now I’ve only made it worse by burdening 
you guys with my problems!” 

“Your problems?” Emerelda said. “Brystal, I appreciate your loyalty, but 
you’re crazy if you think these are only your problems! If Madame 
Weatherberry is in danger, then it concerns all of us! You shouldn’t have to 
go through all this by yourself!” 

“Emerelda’s right,” Lucy said. “And I don’t care what she asked of you, 
if Madame Weatherberry doesn’t survive, we would never let you face the 
Snow Queen on your own!” 

“Yeah!” Xanthous said. “We made a pact to help and protect each other! 
You'll always have us as backup!” 


Brystal was touched by her friends’ support. Their willingness to help 
her lifted some of the weight Madame Weatherberry had placed on her 
shoulders. 

“Thank you,” she said. “I just wish there was something I could do 
besides wait! I’ve been hoping and praying Madame Weatherberry defeats 
the Snow Queen and lives to tell the tale, but that doesn’t—” 

Suddenly, Brystal went quiet when she was distracted by something 
strange in the distance. The academy grounds were cloaked in a dark 
shadow that gradually consumed the entire property. The students and 
apprentices looked up and saw that the darkness was being caused by a 
thick layer of gray clouds that had rolled in from the north and covered the 
sun. Brystal figured it was just another rainstorm until she noticed 
something white and fluffy descending from the sky. She reached out her 
hand and watched in amazement as a single snowflake landed in her palm. 

“Is that snow?” Skylene asked. 

“Tt can’t be,” Tangerina said. “It’s never snowed here before.” 

“It’s not even cold out,” Emerelda said. 

A quiet hush fell over the classmates and they exchanged fearful 
expressions. The students and apprentices knew they were all thinking the 
same exact thing—there was only one explanation. 

“Tt’s the Snow Queen!” Lucy declared. “Her powers must be growing if 
her storms are reaching us!” 

“And Madame Weatherberry must be in trouble!” Xanthous exclaimed. 

The others began to panic, but as Brystal watched the snowflake melt in 
her hand, she had a significant change of heart: She wasn’t going to waste 
any more time living in fear. She wasn’t going to spend another ounce of 
energy worrying. She was done with waiting and hoping for Madame 
Weatherberry’s safe return. And after weeks of feeling helpless, Brystal 
knew exactly what she needed to do. 

“T don’t know about you guys, but I refuse to sit back and let a frosty old 
witch take Madame Weatherberry away from us,” she said. 

“What should we do?” Xanthous asked. 

Brystal turned to her classmates and beamed with determination. 

“Everyone, get your coats,” she said. “We’re going to save her.” 
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Shortly before cooking dinner, Mrs. Vee entered the dining room to set the 


table and was surprised to find the students and apprentices gathered there. 
The children had already set the table with bowls and silverware, and a 
steaming pot of stew had already been prepared. 

“Surprise!” the children told the housekeeper in unison. 

“What’s all this?” Mrs. Vee asked. “It can’t be my birthday because I 
stopped having those after fifty. HA-HA!” 

“We wanted to do something special for you, Mrs. Vee,” Brystal said. 
“You work so hard cooking and cleaning for us every day, so as a token of 
our appreciation, we thought it’d be nice to make you dinner for once.” 

Mrs. Vee placed a hand over her heart. 

“Well, that is just so thoughtful of you!” the housekeeper said. “You 
know, I don’t care what my generation says about young people—you are 
not a bunch of lazy, selfish, and entitled attention-seekers. Some of you are 
just downright pleasant! HA-HA!” 

Xanthous pulled out a chair for Mrs. Vee, Emerelda tucked a napkin into 
her shirt, Skylene filled her glass with water, and Tangerina handed her a 
spoon. Lucy opened the lid of the pot, letting a scrumptious aroma fill the 
air, and Brystal poured a generous serving of stew into the housekeeper’s 
bowl. 

“That smells heavenly,” Mrs. Vee said. “What did you make?” 

“My mother’s creamy-mushroom-and-potato stew,” Brystal said. “It’s an 
old Evergreen family recipe. I hope you like it.” 

The housekeeper excitedly moved her spoon like it was a swimming 
fish, and eagerly took her first bite. 

“Its absolutely delicious!” Mrs. Vee said. “A little salty, but delicious 
nonetheless! Thank you so much for treating me to such a special meal. I 
can’t tell you how wonderful it feels to be so loved and appreciated by you. 
I don’t want to get too mushy, but sometimes I think of you as my own 
children. Boy, that’s salty—I’ll be so bloated I won’t fit into my shoes 
tomorrow! HA-HA! But all jokes aside, this is honestly the nicest thing 


anyone’s ever—” 

BAM! Mrs. Vee’s head fell into her bowl and splashed the whole room 
with stew. 

“That was quick,” Lucy said. “I thought it would take longer than that.” 

Tangerina carefully raised the housekeeper’s head out of the bowl and 
gently set it down on the table. She held a clean spoon under Mrs. Vee’s 
nostrils to make sure she was still breathing, but the housekeeper didn’t 
exhale. 

“Skylene, how much Simple Slumber Sleeping Salt did you put in the 
stew?” she asked. 

“T just followed the instructions on the back,” Skylene said, and 
removed the bottle of Simple Slumber Sleeping Salt from her pocket. “The 
directions say an inch of salt will put someone to sleep for a week.” 

Tangerina snatched the bottle from her friend and took a look for herself. 
As she inspected it, something didn’t seem right, and she wiped the bottle 
with a napkin. 

“Skylene!” Tangerina exclaimed. “The instructions say a pinch of salt 
will put someone to sleep for a week—not an inch!” 

Skylene went pale and her eyes grew wide. 

“Oops,” she said. 

“Oh my God, we just killed Mrs. Vee!” Xanthous cried. 

“Everyone, calm down!” Brystal said. “We found the Simple Slumber 
Sleeping Salt in Madame Weatherberry’s potion cabinet. If it was lethal, I 
doubt she’d keep it in her office.” 

To everyone’s extreme relief, the unconscious housekeeper let out a loud 
snore and started breathing normally. 

“The old girl will be out for a while, but she’ll be fine,” Lucy said, and 
patted Mrs. Vee on the back. 

“Did we do the right thing?” Emerelda said. “It feels weird putting her 
to sleep like this.” 

“We talked about this,” Brystal said. “If Mrs. Vee woke up tomorrow 
morning and discovered we were all missing, it would give her a heart 
attack! And if she found out we were traveling to the Northern Kingdom, 
she would have come after us! Letting her rest while we’re gone is better 
than letting her worry. Now let’s put her in her room and leave before the 
Snow Queen gets any stronger.” 


It took all six children to lift Mrs. Vee’s unconscious body from the chair 
and transport her out of the dining room. She was much heavier than they 
expected and it required all their strength. They carried her through the 
kitchen and into her bedroom as carefully as possible, and did their best to 
avoid bumping her head and limbs in the doorways. By the time they 
plopped her down on her bed and tucked her in, the students were all 
sweaty and out of breath. 

“Wait a second,” Lucy said. “Why didn’t we just use magic to transport 
her?” 

Her classmates groaned at their own collective stupidity. 

“Aw, man,” Xanthous said. “I keep forgetting that’s an option.” 

Before they ventured to the Northern Kingdom, each of the students and 
apprentices manifested a unique coat to keep themselves warm for the 
journey. Brystal waved her wand, and a sparkling blue coat with fuzzy 
white cuffs appeared over her pantsuit. Emerelda created a beaded emerald 
wrap that matched her beaded emerald robe. Tangerina gave herself a thick 
jacket made from quilted patches of honeycomb. Skylene covered her body 
in a layer of warm water that wrapped around her like a transparent 
jumpsuit. And finally Lucy snapped her fingers and manifested a coat made 
from dark turkey feathers. 

“Not exactly the pheasant I was hoping for, but it’ll do,” Lucy said. 

“Xanthous? Don’t you need a coat?” Skylene asked. 

“I should be fine,” he said. “I’m never cold.” 

“Then we’re almost ready,” Brystal said. “I just need to collect a couple 
things before we go.” 

Brystal packed a sack with food, water, and other supplies and then 
shrank it to the size of a coin purse so it would be easy to carry during their 
trip. She borrowed one of Mrs. Vee’s sharp knives from the kitchen and 
took it to Madame Weatherberry’s office. She stood on a glass chair and cut 
out the Northern Kingdom from the enlarged Map of Magic on the wall. 
Brystal was glad to see Madame Weatherberry’s star was still shining on the 
map, and hoped they would save her before it disappeared. She rolled up 
the extracted piece of the map and tucked it into her coat. 

Before heading downstairs, Brystal made a quick stop in her bedroom. 
She retrieved a large geography book from her shelves that contained 
detailed maps of the In-Between and the Northern Kingdom. Brystal waved 


her wand and shrunk the book to the dimensions of a matchbox so she 
could carry it in her pocket. Once the map and geography book were 
collected, Brystal met her classmates downstairs by the front door. 

“Well, this is it,’ she said. “What we’re about to embark on may get 
dangerous, it may get scary, and we may get hurt in the process.” 

“We call that a Saturday in show business,” Lucy said. 

“Pm being serious,” Brystal said. “Once we walk out that door and 
leave the academy, there’s no turning back. We all know what we’re getting 
ourselves into, right?” 

Brystal looked closely into each of her classmates’ eyes to make sure 
they understood the stakes. Instead of finding any hesitation, she saw the 
students and apprentices nodding at her with confidence, knowing exactly 
what they had signed up for. 

“Pm willing to throw a few punches for Madame Weatherberry,” 
Emerelda said. 

“So am I,” Xanthous said. 

“Me too,” Tangerina said. 

“Me three,” Skylene said. 

“Sounds exactly like the thrill I’ve been looking for,” Lucy said. 

Brystal was energized by her classmates’ enthusiasm, but she still let out 
an anxious sigh before opening the front door. 

“All right, then,” she said. “Here goes nothing.” 

The children left the castle and hurried through the property to the hedge 
barrier. As the barrier opened for them, Brystal and her classmates all took a 
deep breath and squeezed one another’s hands for courage. They walked 
through the barrier’s leafy tunnel and took their first steps into the In- 
Between, and their journey began. 

It was only dusk when Brystal and her friends departed the academy, but 
it was as dark as midnight in the thick forest. Regardless of their new self- 
defense skills, the students and apprentices were intimidated by the creepy 
woods. Every screeching raven and hooting owl seemed like a warning to 
turn around, but the classmates persisted, and traveled down the winding 
path. Brystal waved her wand and illuminated the forest with twinkling 
lights that followed them through the In-Between like a swarm of fireflies. 

The classmates made it through their first mile without any trouble, but 
that quickly changed as they reached the end of their second mile. 


Suddenly, an enormous horned creature stepped out from the crooked trees 
and blocked the path. As it approached their twinkling lights, Brystal and 
Lucy were relieved to see it was Horence and his three-headed horse, but 
their friends screamed at the knight and prepared themselves to fight him. 

“Don’t be afraid,” Lucy told them. “This guy is a friend.” 

“Of course Lucy is friends with a demonic knight!” Tangerina 
exclaimed. 

“Color me not surprised!” Skylene said. 

“No, I mean he’s not going to hurt us,” Lucy said. “He’s the one who 
saved me and Brystal from the witch hunters.” 

The classmates relaxed a bit after hearing this, but only slightly. Brystal 
stepped forward to greet the strange entity. 

“Hello, Horence,” she said. “What are you doing here?” 

Instead of a verbal response, the knight pointed to the path behind the 
students. For reasons she couldn’t explain, Brystal didn’t need words to 
understand what Horence was trying to communicate. 

“I know the woods are dangerous, but we can’t go back,” Brystal said. 
“Madame Weatherberry is in trouble and she needs our help. She’s battling 
a horrible witch known as the Snow Queen. If we don’t make it to the 
Northern Kingdom and save her, she might die.” 

“How does she know what he’s saying?” Emerelda whispered to Lucy. 

“They’ve got a weird thing,” Lucy whispered back. “Just go with it.” 

After a few moments of silence, Horence bowed to Brystal, and gestured 
to the path ahead of them. Once again, the knight didn’t utter a single word, 
but Brystal knew exactly what he was saying. 

“Thank you,” Brystal said. “That would be wonderful!” 

“Um, Brystal?” Lucy asked. “What’s happening here?” 

“Horence is going to escort us through the forest,” Brystal said. “He 
wants to protect us from the other creatures in the In-Between.” 

The knight steered his three-headed horse down the path and the 
children followed him. Brystal walked beside Horence as they traveled, but 
the rest of the group kept their distance. She couldn’t blame her friends for 
being timid—she was scared the first time she saw Horence, too—but the 
farther they traveled, the more trusting of him they became. 

“So what is Horence?” Emerelda asked. “Is he a man? A soldier? A 
deer?” 


“I suppose he’s more a spirit than anything else,” Brystal explained. 
“Madame Weatherberry told me Horence was in love with a witch who 
used to own a bunch of land around here, including the academy’s property. 
After Horence was murdered, the witch used witchcraft to bring him back 
to life. The spell was so dark and vile, the witch died in the process, and 
Horence returned to earth as an unnatural version of himself. Madame 
Weatherberry says he now roams the witch’s former land and acts as a 
guardian angel for people in danger.” 

“Tf that’s Brystal’s version of a guardian angel, I never want to see her 
version of a demon,” Tangerina whispered to Skylene. 

“Hey, Horence!” Lucy called to him. “Can we call you Horns for 
short?” 

The knight slowly shook his head, and everyone understood his message 
that time. 

Brystal and her friends followed Horence through the night and into the 
following morning. They could have swom they saw wolves and bears 
watching them through the trees, but the animals didn’t dare approach the 
children while they were with the knight. Eventually, the path came to a 
stream and the students and apprentices crossed a small stone bridge. 
Brystal and her classmates made it across the bridge without any trouble, 
but when they turned back, Horence had stayed on the other side. 

“What are you doing, Horence?” Brystal asked. “Aren’t you coming 
with us?” 

The knight slowly shook his head and pointed to a tree on his side of the 
stream. Brystal looked closer and saw a heart with two sets of initials 
carved into the tree trunk: 


At first, Brystal had no idea why Horence was showing her the carving 
or who HM and SW were. However, it didn’t take her long to remember the 
knight’s life story, and she quickly realized why he had stopped at the 
stream. 

“Those are your and the witch’s initials, aren’t they?” Brystal said. “You 
must have carved them into that tree when you were both alive. And you 
can’t travel beyond it, because it marks the end of her former property.” 

Horence slowly nodded. The knight then performed a series of gestures 
that Brystal found confusing. First he pointed in the direction she and the 
others were traveling, and then with the same hand, he showed Brystal two 
of his fingers, and then reduced them to one. He repeated the motion several 
times: pointing, two fingers, one finger; pointing, two fingers, one finger; 
pointing, two fingers, one finger; but no matter how many times he 
performed the gesture, Brystal couldn’t figure out what Horence was trying 
to say. 

“The distance? Two fingers? One finger?” she asked as he reenacted the 
movement. “The distance? Two fingers? One finger?” 

For whatever reason, the connection between them had broken, and they 
couldn’t communicate as easily as before. Brystal wondered if it was 
because she was standing on the other side of the stream. Before she could 
cross the bridge and get a clearer answer, Horence pulled on his horse’s 
reins and disappeared into the trees. 

“What was he telling you?” Lucy asked. 

“Actually, I have no idea,” Brystal said. “But I think it was a warning.” 


"eo x e' 


As the morning became the afternoon, Brystal and her friends’ bodies were 
aching from exhaustion, and their feet were swollen and pounding in their 
shoes. They had been traveling for almost an entire day and had rarely 
stopped to take a break. Without Horence’s protection, Brystal was afraid if 
they lingered anywhere for too long, their scents and sounds would be 
noticed by a predator. So she made her classmates push through their 
fatigue, and forced their procession forward. 

“How much longer until we get to the Northern Kingdom?” Xanthous 
asked. 

“According to my geography book, we’re about a quarter of the way 
there,” Brystal said. 

“Only a quarter?” Skylene said in shock. “I thought we were nearly 
there! The air has been getting so much colder.” 

“It’s about to get a lot colder than this,” Brystal said. “Trust me, yow’ ll 
know when we arrive. The Northern Kingdom is covered in the Snow 
Queen’s blizzards.” 

“What part of the Northern Kingdom are we headed to?” Lucy asked. 

Brystal removed the Map of Magic from her coat and unrolled it for her 
classmates. 

“The map shows Madame Weatherberry is somewhere between 
Appleton Village and the kingdom’s capital, Tinzel Heights,” Brystal said. 
“The Snow Queen recently attacked Tinzel Heights, so I imagine Madame 
Weatherberry is trying to keep her destruction from spreading. If the Snow 
Queen reaches Appleton Village, the Northern Kingdom is doomed.” 

Their mutual fear fueled their efforts, and the classmates continued on 
without complaining. A few more miles down the path, Brystal and her 
friends passed through a pleasant clearing with sunlight, a stone bench to sit 
on, colorful berries to eat, and a fresh spring to drink from. It was unlike 
anything they had seen in the In-Between since leaving the academy, and 
the apprentices were tempted to stop. 

“Tm sorry, but I’ve got to take a break!” Tangerina whined. 

“Me too!” Skylene said. “Even I feel dehydrated.” 

Brystal had been pushing her classmates so hard, she figured they had 


earned a quick rest. She didn’t object when Tangerina and Skylene left the 
path and headed for the stone bench. Lucy eyed the clearing suspiciously, 
though, and stopped the apprentices before they sat. 

“Wait! Don’t sit there!” she said. 

“Why not?” Tangerina asked. 

“Because we’re not safe here,” Lucy said. “It’s obviously a trap.” 

“Lucy, you’re just being paranoid,” Tangerina said. “This is the most 
decent part of the woods we’ve seen!” 

“Exactly!” Lucy said. “It’s charming—too charming! We’ll be much 
safer if we keep walking and find someplace gloomy and uninviting.” 

“Great, we’ll meet you there!” Tangerina said. “But if I don’t sit for five 
minutes, my feet are going to fall off my—” 

SWOOSH! Like a giant mousetrap, as soon as Tangerina and Skylene 
touched the stone bench, an enormous net fell on top of them. The girls 
screamed and struggled to free themselves, but the more they squirmed, the 
more entangled they became. Brystal, Lucy, Xanthous, and Emerelda ran to 
help their friends, but the net was so thick they couldn’t get it off the girls. 

The classmates heard the sound of a horn coming from nearby. 
Suddenly, a tribe of strange creatures jumped out from behind the trees, and 
soon the children found themselves surrounded by over a hundred trolls. 

The trolls were short creatures with dirty orange skin and hairy bodies. 
They had big eyes, big noses, big feet, big teeth, and tiny horns. They wore 
clothing made from the fur of foxes, raccoons, and squirrels, and jewelry 
made from the bones of their prey. Each troll carried a heavy club and they 
swung their weapons through the air to incite fear. A particularly large troll 
wearing a headdress of exotic feathers stepped forward to observe the 
children, and Brystal assumed he was the chief of the tribe. 

“Everyone remain calm,” Lucy whispered to her frightened classmates. 
“Trolls are incredibly stupid creatures—they’ve got sight like eyeless 
skunks, and hearing like earless rabbits. If we stay still and silent, they 
won t even know we’re here.” 

The students and apprentices followed Lucy’s advice and stood as still 
as possible. 

“Actually, our vision is perfect and our hearing is flawless,” the chief 
growled. 

“Dang it,” Lucy muttered. “I was thinking of gophers.” 


“You won’t need to think where you’re going,” the chief said, and then 
turned to his tribe. “What shall we do with our prisoners? Have we captured 
slaves or snacks?” 

The trolls clanked their clubs in celebration of catching the children, and 
then roared their opinions on whether to eat or enslave them. 

“Gosh, why isn’t there a third option?” Xanthous cried. 

“Brystal, what do we do?” Emerelda asked. 

“Pm thinking, I’m thinking!” Brystal said. 

The tribe was so loud Brystal could barely hear her own thoughts. The 
trolls eventually voted for slavery, and then crept closer to seize the 
children. 

“Okay, I’m going to count to three,” Brystal told her classmates. “On 
three, I’m going to wave my wand and cause a distraction, we’re going to 
grab the net, and then run out of the clearing. Got it?” 

“T don’t want to be dragged out of here!” Skylene said. 

“One...,” Brystal started. “Two...” 

Before she could give the final signal, the ground rumbled beneath their 
feet. The trolls looked down in fear and started backing out of the clearing. 

“Great job, Brystal!” Lucy said. “This is one heck of a distraction!” 

“Tt’s not me!” Brystal said. “I haven’t done anything yet!” 

Suddenly, hundreds of green hands with sharp fingernails burst out of 
the dirt. A colony of goblins crawled out from underground and emerged 
into the clearing. The goblins were tall and lean creatures with glossy green 
skin. They had big pointed ears, small jagged teeth, and nostrils without 
noses. Their clothes were made from the skins of bats, moles, and reptiles. 
All the goblins carried sharp spears, and they jabbed the weapons in the 
trolls’ direction. An older goblin wearing a sash made from dead centipedes 
confronted the troll chief face-to-face. 

“How dare you poach on our territory!” the goblin elder yelled. 

“This is our territory!” the troll chief yelled back. “Everything above the 
ground belongs to us! Go back to the holes you crawled out of!” 

The chief swung his club at the elder, but the goblin blocked it with his 
spear. 

“You’ve already stolen our food, our water, and our land!” the elder 
shouted. “We will not let you take slaves from us, too! Leave the forest 
immediately or face the consequences!” 


“Trolls don’t cower from anything—especially goblin filth!” the chief 
declared. 

Tension between the leaders escalated and the classmates worried they 
were about to be caught in the middle of a full-fledged battle between the 
species. 

“Don't worry, I'll handle this!” Lucy whispered to her friends. 

“Please don’t!” Tangerina pleaded. 

To her classmates’ terror, Lucy strutted across the clearing and placed 
herself between the troll chief and the goblin elder. 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” she said. “Fellas, chill out before we all get hurt!” 

The interruption infuriated both leaders. 

“Who do you think you are?” the troll chief growled. 

“You don’t recognize me?” Lucy asked. “I’m Lucy Goose of the world- 
renowned Goose Troupe. I’m sure you’ve been to one of our shows. Me 
and my family have performed for trolls and goblins all over the In- 
Between. We’re kind of a big deal around here.” 

The goblin elder squinted at her and rubbed his chin. 

“Oh, yes,” he said. “I remember you. You’re that little fat girl who hit 
the obnoxious box of chimes until I had a splitting headache.” 

“Tt’s called the tambourine,” Lucy corrected him. “Look, I understand 
things are tough between you guys. And you don’t want to make things 
worse by embarrassing yourselves in front of a celebrity like me. I normally 
don’t do this, but if you let me and my friends leave the clearing in peace, I 
promise to come back and give you all a free performance. Come on, what 
do you say? There’s isn’t a conflict in the world that can’t be solved with 
some good old-fashioned entertainment.” 

The students and apprentices cringed at Lucy’s attempt to negotiate. The 
goblin elder turned back to the troll chief and made an offer of his own. 

“Tell you what,” the goblin said. “You can have the tambourine player, 
but we’re taking the others.” 

“No!” the chief yelled. “You can have the tambourine player, and we’ll 
take the others!” 

The chief blew a horn in the elder’s face and a brutal battle between the 
trolls and goblins began. Brystal and her classmates watched the brawl in 
horror—they had never seen such violence in their lives. The creatures 
ruthlessly bludgeoned and stabbed one another, and when their weapons 


gave out, they resorted to twisting noses and pulling ears. Brystal was just 
as heartbroken as she was disturbed—if humankind hadn’t expelled the 
trolls and goblins from their kingdoms, they wouldn’t have to be fighting 
over resources like this. However, Brystal was glad the goblins had arrived 
when they did—they were the best distraction she could have asked for. 

“NOW!” she yelled to her classmates. 

Brystal, Emerelda, and Xanthous grabbed the net and charged out of the 
clearing, dragging Tangerina and Skylene behind them. Lucy led the 
charge, pushing the trolls and goblins out of their way. Initially, the 
creatures were too busy fighting one another to notice, but they quickly 
spotted the children fleeing the area. 

“THE SLAVES ARE GETTING AWAY!” the troll chief bellowed. 

“AFTER THEM!” the goblin elder commanded. 

The trolls and goblins chased after the classmates, and the sparring 
creatures moved through the In-Between as a united force. The students and 
apprentices ran through the forest as fast as their tired legs could carry 
them, using their magic to prevent the creatures from getting too close. 
Brystal waved her wand and sent trolls whirling through the air in giant 
bubbles. Emerelda threw handfuls of rubies and diamonds on the ground to 
make the goblins slip. Xanthous removed his Muter Medal and lit entire 
trees on fire to scare them off. Despite all their magical efforts, the trolls 
and goblins never paused their pursuit. 

Lucy was running in front of her classmates and spotted something 
alarming in the distance ahead of them. 

“Hey, guys!” she called over her shoulder. “We’re heading toward the 
cliff of a canyon!” 

“Then do something so we’re not heading toward the cliff of a canyon!” 
Emerelda said. 

Just as they reached the edge of the deep and rocky canyon, Lucy 
snapped her fingers and a rickety rope bridge with wooden panels appeared 
in front of them. The classmates ran across the bridge and it started to sway 
like a giant swing. The movement caused Xanthous to trip and he fell flat 
on his face. His Muter Medal slipped out from his hand and fell into the 
canyon below. The boy instantly started to panic and he was engulfed in 
flames. 

“No, no, no, no, no!” he gasped. 


“Xanthous, listen to me!” Brystal said. “You have to calm down! If you 
get too heated, the bridge is going to—” 

It was too late—Xanthous’s fire burned through the ropes and wooden 
panels. The bridge snapped in half and the classmates fell into the canyon. 
The students and apprentices screamed as they dropped through the air and 
plummeted toward the rocky earth below. The fall reminded Brystal of the 
final chapter in The Tales of Tidbit Twitch, but unlike the main character’s 
fall, there wasn’t a river to break hers. Brystal tried to manifest something 
soft for her and the others to land on, but as she waved her wand, the 
velocity knocked it out of her hand. 

Brystal desperately reached for her wand in midair.... It was falling right 
beside her, just a few inches out of reach.... She stretched her arm out as far 
as possible.... Her fingertips grazed the side of it.... She wrapped her hand 
around its crystal handle.... 

POOF! The children hit the bottom of the canyon and a cloud of dust 
rose into the air. As the trolls and goblins looked over the cliff, they didn’t 
wait for the dust to clear before retreating back into the woods. 

Nothing could have survived that fall. 





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


a 


‘THe GIRL oF FLOWERS AND THE [REE OF 
"TRUTH 


Buystat was awoken by a strong flowery scent. Her eyes fluttered open to 


see what was causing the smell, but all she saw was the color yellow 
everywhere she looked. She waited for her eyes to adjust, expecting the 
color to fade or turn into something she recognized, but the yellow—and 
only the yellow—remained around her. Brystal was lying on something 
very soft, but she didn’t know where she was or how she got there. 

She remembered the sensation of falling.... She remembered how hard it 
was to breathe as the air rushed past her face.... She remembered reaching 
for something descending beside her.... She remembered brushing her 
wand with her fingertips.... And she remembered how desperately she 
needed it.... 

Brystal gasped and sat straight up as her full memory returned. She 
recalled running from the trolls and goblins with her classmates, she 
recalled Xanthous dropping his Muter Medal as they crossed the rope 
bridge, and worst of all, she recalled plunging toward the canyon’s rocky 
floor. However, she hadn’t landed on the hard ground as she had feared— 
Brystal’s fall had been broken by an enormous yellow rose. 

As Brystal got to her feet and peeked over the massive petals, she 
discovered she was in the middle of an enchanted garden. Everywhere she 
turned, Brystal saw flowers, mushrooms, shrubbery, and other plants that 
were the size of houses. Her classmates were scattered around the garden, 
and thankfully their falls had been broken by giant flowers, too—and just 
like Brystal, the impact had knocked all of them unconscious. Emerelda 
was nested inside a towering purple tulip, and Lucy was draped over the 
side of a gigantic pink lily. Xanthous was lying in a huge red carnation that 
was partially singed now, thanks to the boy’s flames. Tangerina and Skylene 
were still tangled in the trolls’ net, but the girls had landed safely on a 
sunflower. 

“Ts everyone alive?” Brystal called to them. 


One by one, her classmates started to groan and slowly came to. They 
rubbed their heads, stretched their limbs, and looked around the garden in 
amazement. 

“Well, this isn’t the worst place I’ve woken up in,” Lucy said. 

“Where are we?” Emerelda asked. 

“A big garden of some kind,” Brystal said. 

“But how’d we get here?” Xanthous asked. 

Everyone looked up and saw that the canyon was still above them. But 
strangely, the garden was underneath the canyon’s rocky floor, and it 
covered them like a transparent roof. 

“The bottom of the canyon must have been a magic barrier,” Tangerina 
speculated. “It’s just like the hedge around our academy! We must have 
fallen into another magical residence!” 

The classmates carefully climbed down from their giant flowers and 
took in their bizarre surroundings. Xanthous found his Muter Medal 
dangling off a daisy and immediately put it back around his neck. Brystal 
searched the garden for her wand and found it at the base of a milkweed 
plant. She waved the wand at Tangerina and Skylene, the net around them 
dissolved into thin air, and the girls joined the others on the ground. 

“You could have done that before you dragged us through the woods,” 
Skylene said. 

“Sorry,” Brystal said. “I’m still getting used to these life-and-death 
situations.” 

The students and apprentices searched for a way out of the garden, but 
they couldn’t find an exit anywhere. They followed a dirt path snaking 
through the enchanted plants, but the property seemed endless. As they 
walked, Tangerina’s bumblebees buzzed with excitement about all the giant 
flowers around them. They merrily made trips to and from the enlarged 
blossoms, returning to Tangerina’s beehive with more nectar than they 
knew what to do with. 

Eventually, the classmates heard someone humming in the garden 
nearby. They rounded the corner and found a six-year-old girl watering 
normal-size poppies. The girl had ringlets of bright red hair and she wore a 
sundress made from large red rose petals. She hummed a cheerful tune to 
the poppies while she watered them, and after she was finished, she set her 
pail aside and twirled her fingers through the air above the flowers. The 


poppies started to grow, stretching to the height of a tree. 

“Nice trick,” Lucy called to her. “Do you do parties?” 

The little girl wasn’t expecting the classmates, and screamed. She 
dashed behind the giant poppies and hid from the visitors. Brystal felt 
terrible for frightening the little girl and approached her with an apologetic 
smile. 

“T’m sorry, we didn’t mean to scare you,” she said. “You have nothing to 
be afraid of—we’re fairies just like you. We’re a little lost and were hoping 
someone could show us a way out of... well, wherever we are.” 

“I’m not allowed to talk to strangers,” the little girl said. 

“Then let’s fix that,” she said. “My name is Brystal Evergreen. These are 
my friends Lucy Goose, Emerelda Stone, Xanthous Hayfield, Tangerina 
Turkin, and Skylene Lavenders. What’s your name?” 

Brystal’s friendly charm won the little girl over and she stepped out 
from behind the poppies. 

“My name is Rosette,” she said. “Rosette Meadows.” 

“It’s nice to meet you, Rosette,” Brystal said. “Now that we’re better 
acquainted, can you please tell us where we are?” 

“You’re in Greenhouse Canyon,” she said. “It’s the world’s largest 
botanical garden and nursery for magically enhanced plants.” 

“Do you grow all the plants yourself?” Brystal asked. 

“Its my family’s specialty,” Rosette said. “The Meadowses have the 
greenest thumbs in the magical community. Our thumbs aren’t actually 
green, of course—that’s just a figure of speech. Although my uncle’s thumb 
did turn green once, but that was just a bad infection. Boy, I sure miss him. 
Wait. If you didn’t know about Greenhouse Canyon before, how’d you end 
up here?” 

“Me and my friends were chased off the cliff by trolls and goblins,” 
Brystal said. “We fell into the canyon, but luckily your flowers saved our 
lives.” 

“You were chased by real trolls and goblins?” Rosette asked with large 
eyes. “That’s amazing! I’ve never seen a troll or goblin in real life before. 
This one time, I thought I saw one, but it was just an anteater. Wait. Did you 
say our flowers saved your life? Wow, that’s incredible! My family should 
use that for marketing. I can picture the advertisements now. ‘Meadows 
Flowers—not only are they beautiful, they’re lifesaving.’ It’s tough getting 





new customers when your location is a secret.” 

“Oh, I imagine that’s a tough way to sell—” 

“Our usual customers are all old and smell like cheese. Why do you think 
that is? You guys are the youngest people I’ve ever seen in the canyon! I 
rarely have anyone my own age to talk to. Gosh, this is nice. Is this nice for 
you, too? I spend a LOT of time with plants! They say talking to plants 
helps them grow. I’m not sure it’s the healthiest thing for me, though. Plants 
are good listeners, I guess, but it’s not the same as talking to people. 
Sometimes you just need to hear something besides your own voice, you 
know what I mean? Hey, do you guys want a tour of the gardens while 
you’re here?” 

Obviously Rosette was very excited to have company, but she talked so 
fast the others were having a hard time understanding her. 

“We’d love to stay, but we’re in a bit of a hurry,” Brystal said. “Would 
you mind showing us how to get back to the In-Between?” 

Rosette looked around the gardens curiously and scratched her head. 

“Actually, I’m not sure how to get out of here,” she said. “Believe it or 
not, I’ve never been outside the canyon before. My family is very 
protective. Did you know the world is full of people who want to harm us? 
It was news to me. My family also says I’m a lot for other people to handle. 
They say I’m best in small doses—whatever that means. It doesn’t hurt my 
feelings, though. Everyone expresses love in a different language. Do you 
guys know what your love languages are? Mine is quality time. It used to be 
physical touch—but that wasn’t working very well, so I had to change it. 
People are so picky about personal space and—” 

“Is there someone else we could talk to?” Lucy interrupted. 

“You’ll have to speak to the Sorceress,” Rosette said. “She’ll know a 
way out.” 

“Did you say the Sorceress?” Emerelda asked. 

“Yeah, she’s my aunt,” Rosette said. “Come with me—I’ll show you 
where she is.” 

The classmates followed the little girl through the gardens, and along the 
way, Rosette gave them the tour they didn’t want. She spoke in great detail 
about every flower and plant they passed. Brystal suspected she was 
purposely taking the long way through the garden so she had more time to 
talk to them. Soon they passed a bundle of bushes with colorful berries that 


caught Xanthous’s eye. 

“I recognize those,” he said. “Madame Weatherberry had them in her 
golden carriage.” 

“Those are our Meal Berries,’ Rosette said. “They’re one of our 
bestsellers. They grow different types of food depending on what time of 
day it is.” 

“What’s that over there?” Skylene asked. 

“Oh, that’s our Orchard of Objects,’ she said. “Come on! You’ll 
definitely want to see it!” 

Rosette skipped toward the orchard and gestured for the others to follow 
her. Lucy shot her classmates a scathing look as they went. 

“Stop asking her questions!” she whispered. “She’s slow enough as it 
is!” 

The little girl showed them an acre of trees planted in very straight rows. 
All the trees in the orchard were identical, but instead of fruit or flowers, 
each tree grew a different household object. There were trees with bars of 
soap, buckets and mops, pillows and blankets, candles and candlesticks, 
tables and chairs, spatulas and frying pans, brushes and combs, shoes and 
socks, and even trees that sprouted stuffed animals. 

“My family can grow just about anything on trees,” Rosette boasted. 
“We get requests from witches and fairies all over the world. Money is 
always what people want the most. That probably isn’t a surprise, though. 
Before you ask, the answer is no—we don’t grow money trees. At least, not 
anymore. The last time we sold one, the Western Kingdom had an economic 
crisis. They still haven’t recovered from the—” 

“Rosette, how much farther until we reach the Sorceress?” Lucy asked. 
“We’re in a bit of a crisis of our own.” 

“We’re almost there,” Rosette said. “Our house is just beyond the 
Vineyard of Vices and the Farm of Fragrances. I can’t wait to show you 
those!” 

Eventually, the tour ended at a large four-story manor. The home was 
constructed entirely out of vines, and it had a spiral roof of twisted 
thornbush. Inside, the manor had a thatched floor and walls made from 
colorful shrubbery. As Rosette escorted her guests through the home, the 
classmates heard the sounds of several different creatures coming from 
somewhere inside the house. When they stepped into the great room, 


Brystal and her friends discovered a zoo of potted plants that looked, 
moved, and roared like animals. There were barking dogwood blossoms, 
meowing catnip plants, screeching monkey-face orchids, and flapping bird- 
of-paradise flowers. 

In the very back of the great room, an old woman was feeding a crate of 
live chickens to a massive bouquet of Venus flytraps. The plants caught the 
birds with their snapping jaws and swallowed them whole. It was an 
unnerving scene to walk in on, and the classmates froze halfway through 
the room, but Rosette happily skipped up to the old woman without 
hesitation. 

“Auntie Floraline, we have visitors!” she announced. 

Floraline Meadows was a very short woman with a wide mouth and 
abnormally long earlobes. She had two braids of silver hair and wore a 
smock made from autumn leaves. To the Venus flytraps’ dismay, the old 
woman put a lid over the chicken crate and took a break from the feeding to 
meet her guests. 

“Auntie Floraline, these are my new friends Brystal, Lucy, Emerelda, 
Xanthous, Tangerina, and Skylene,” Rosette introduced. “New friends, this 
is my aunt, Sorceress Floraline Meadows.” 

The Sorceress studied the classmates with very untrusting eyes. 

“Are you customers?” she asked them. 

“No,” Brystal said. 

“Are you solicitors?” 

“No.” 

“Then what are you doing in my canyon?” 

“We’re here by accident,” Brystal explained. “A tribe of trolls and a 
colony of goblins chased us off the cliff. We don’t want to disturb you, but 
we’d really appreciate it if you could tell us how to get out of here.” 

The Sorceress was still suspicious and raised an eyebrow at the 
classmates. 

“You’re awfully young to be in the In-Between by yourselves,” she said. 
“Where are you coming from?” 

“Madame Weatherberry’s Academy of Magic,” Skylene said. 

“Huh, sounds fancy,” the old woman said. “I didn’t know there were 
academies for people like us.” 

“It’s the first of its kind,” Skylene said, and beamed with pride. 


“Well, la-di-da,” the Sorceress sang. “To leave the canyon, go to the 
northwest corner of the gardens and make a left turn at the Grove of 
Glassware. You’ll find a ladder that leads back to the In-Between.” 

“Thank you,” Brystal said. “We’ll be on our way. It was nice meeting 
you.” 

“Thanks for dropping by,” Rosette said. “No pun intended!” 

The classmates headed for the door, but when Brystal turned back to 
wave good-bye, she noticed that Tangerina hadn’t moved. The apprentice 
was inquisitively looking back and forth between the Sorceress and the 
bouquet of Venus flytraps. 

“Just out of curiosity,” Tangerina said, “when you said people like us, 
what were you referring to? Do Sorceresses practice magic or witchcraft?” 

“Magic for the most part,” the old woman said. “But I’ve been known to 
be a bit of a witch from time to time. It just depends on what kind of mood 
Pm in.” 

The Sorceress laughed at her own joke, but the students and apprentices 
didn’t understand why it was funny. On the contrary, the remark only 
confused them. 

“You’re not being serious, are you?” Tangerina asked. 

“Of course I’m being serious,” the old woman said. “I didn’t get these 
ears from sticking to magic over the years. I don’t use it often, but 
occasionally a little witchcraft goes a long way.” 

“But that isn’t possible,” Tangerina said. “You’re born either a fairy or a 
witch. No one gets to choose.” 

The Sorceress was stunned by Tangerina’s assertion. 

“Young lady, what on earth are you talking about?” she asked. “Having 
magical abilities isn’t a choice, but no one in the magical community is 
born a fairy or a witch. We all get to be whatever we want, whenever we 
want. Personally, I’ve never identified as one or the other, that’s why I call 
myself a sorceress.” 

“That... that... that’s not true,” Tangerina argued. “Fairies are born with 
goodness in their hearts, and therefore can only practice magic. Witches are 
born with wickedness in their hearts, and therefore can only practice 
witchcraft.” 

“And who taught you that nonsense?” the Sorceress asked. 

“Our teacher did,” Tangerina said. 


“Well, I hate to break it to you, but your teacher is wrong,” the old 
woman said. “Nothing in this universe is black-and-white. Even the darkest 
nights have a degree of light, and the brightest days have a pinch of 
darkness. The world is full of duality, and we get to choose where we stand 
in all of it.” 

The Sorceress was very persuasive as she stated her case, but the 
classmates couldn’t accept it. If she was telling them the truth, then 
everything they knew about magic, and the very foundation of Madame 
Weatherberry’s academy, was all a lie. 

“No, I don’t believe you!” Skylene objected. “Madame Weatherberry 
would never lie to us! You’re clearly a witch, because you’re trying to trick 
us!” 

“Look, you can believe whatever you want to believe, but I’m not trying 
to trick anyone,” the Sorceress said. “Here, I’ll prove it to you.” 

The old woman pointed to the ground, and a large flower grew out of the 
thatched floor. It was the most gorgeous plant the classmates had ever seen, 
and its rosy petals were so vibrant the flower practically glowed. After the 
children had a chance to admire it, and fall in love with its beauty, the 
Sorceress clenched her fist and the flower began to whither. Its color faded, 
its petals broke away, its stem weakened, and the plant decayed into a 
mound of dirt. 

“See?” the old woman said. “Magic and witchcraft.” 

The demonstration was quick and simple, but it proved the Sorceress 
was correct. Brystal and her classmates were distressed as they stared at the 
flower’s remains. Their minds were racing as they reevaluated everything 
Madame Weatherberry had ever said. 

“But why did she lie about it?” Brystal asked. “Why would Madame 
Weatherberry act like fairies and witches were different species if it was just 
a preference?” 

“You could ask our Tree of Truth,” Rosette suggested. 

“A Tree of Truth?” Lucy said. “Okay, now you’re just yanking our tail 
feathers.” 

“No, it’s real!” Rosette said. “The Tree of Truth is a magic tree that 
produces honesty. It may answer your questions about your teacher. There’s 
only one left in Greenhouse Canyon. We had to stop selling them because 
they were driving our customers mad.” 


“Ts it safe?” Brystal asked. 

“As long as you can handle the truth,” the Sorceress said. “Most people 
can’t.” 

Brystal wasn’t confident she could, either. Learning that Madame 
Weatherberry had lied about something so significant was crushing enough, 
but Brystal would be devastated if she discovered the fairy had lied for 
dishonorable reasons. However, nothing seemed more daunting than 
another unanswered question, so Brystal welcomed the opportunity to find 
the truth. 

“All right,” she said. “Take me to the tree.” 

Rosette and the Sorceress escorted their guests to the opposite side of 
Greenhouse Canyon. At the end of the dirt path, at the top of a tiny hill, was 
a small white tree. At first, the Tree of Truth looked very normal, but as the 
classmates walked closer, they noticed its bark was covered in carvings of 
human eyes. Brystal cautiously climbed the hill and stood before the tree, 
but she didn’t know what to do next. 

“How does it work?” she asked. 

“Take one of its branches into the palm of your hand,” the Sorceress 
instructed. “Then close your eyes, clear your head, and ask it the questions 
on your mind.” 

Brystal took a deep breath and held a branch. As soon as her hand closed 
around it, Brystal was transported far away from Greenhouse Canyon. She 
wasn’t standing on a hill in the middle of the gardens anymore, but on a hill 
that floated miles above the ground. The clouds flowed beneath her like a 
rushing river, and the stars twinkled so clearly above her that they seemed 
within reach. When she looked back at the Tree of Truth, the carvings on its 
trunk and branches suddenly opened and became real human eyes—and 
every single one was staring directly at her. Brystal assumed it was all in 
her mind, but that didn’t make it feel any less real. 

“Do you have a question?” said a deep voice that echoed through the sky 
around her. 

“That depends,” Brystal said. “Do you really give honest answers?” 

“T cannot predict the future, or read someone’s thoughts, but I know all 
that is, and all that was,” the voice responded. 

Brystal still had doubts about the Tree of Truth, so she started with a few 
simple questions to test the tree’s authenticity. 


“Where was I born?” she asked. 

“Chariot Hills,” the voice answered. 

“And where did I attend school?” 

“The Chariot Hills School for Future Wives and Mothers.” 

“What does my mother do for a living?” 

“Everything your father doesn’t.” 

The last question had been a trick question, but Brystal was impressed 
by how the Tree of Truth had answered it. She decided not to waste any 
more time testing its accuracy and skipped to the questions she was there 
for. 

“Ts it true that all members of the magical community are born the 
same? And that being a fairy or a witch is just a preference?” Brystal asked. 

“Yes,” the tree said. 

“Then why did Madame Weatherberry lie to us?” she asked. 

“The same reason everyone lies,” the tree said. “To hide the truth.” 

“But why did she need to hide it? Why does Madame Weatherberry 
want us to believe there is a difference between fairies and witches if there 
isn’t?” 

“T cannot see her exact motivation, but I can give insight on why others 
tell similar lies,” the tree offered. 

“Why?” Brystal asked. 

“When faced with discrimination, it is common for people to divide 
their communities into their oppressors’ definitions of right and wrong. By 
categorizing fairies as good and witches as bad, it’s possible that Madame 
Weatherberry was trying to gain acceptance for fairies by fueling hatred for 
witches.” 

The theory made sense, but if the tree was right, that meant Madame 
Weatherberry was encouraging humankind to hate and harm members of 
her own community—and Brystal couldn’t imagine Madame Weatherberry 
wishing hate or harm on anyone. 

“So is that the real reason she published The Truth About Magic? Are 
the incantations supposed to help humankind discover and persecute 
witches?” 

“The incantation for witchcraft is fake,” the tree said. “The incantation 
for magic is the only genuine spell in her book.” 

The revelation puzzled Brystal even more. She was starting to think the 


Tree of Truth should be called the Tree of Frustration, because everything it 
said made the situation more complicated. Her mind was spiraling into 
different directions, but as Brystal concentrated on the facts, it slowly 
dawned on her why Madame Weatherberry had done what she did. 

“I think I understand now,” Brystal said. “If Madame Weatherberry 
convinced humankind to only discriminate against witches, and convinced 
everyone in the magical community that they were fairies—it would save 
everyone! She pretended the community was divided to protect it from 
humankind—while still giving humankind something to hate and fear! 
Right?” 

“Noble people usually lie for noble reasons,” the voice said. “Sadly, 
you’ll never know until you ask them yourself.” 

“How is Madame Weatherberry doing now? Is she still alive?” 

“Your teacher is still alive, but she’s been taken hostage by an evil 
energy,” the Tree of Truth said. “Very little of Madame Weatherberry 
remains, and the life that she clings to is being drained by her captor. It 
won’t be long until she loses the fight.” 

“She’s been captured?” Brystal asked in a panic. “Where is she being 
kept? Do we have time to save her?” 

“Madame Weatherberry is imprisoned deep within Tinzel Palace in the 
Northern Kingdom’s capital. However, if you continue down the winding 
paths of the In-Between, the chances of rescuing her are unlikely.” 

“Ts there a faster way to get there?” 

“Ten miles north of Greenhouse Canyon, in the back of Black Bear 
Cave, you’ll find the entrance to an abandoned goblin tunnel. Take the 
tunnel, and yov’ll arrive in Tinzel Heights in half the time.” 

“All right, we will!” Brystal said. “Thank you!” 

Brystal released the Tree of Truth’s branch from her grip and returned to 
the garden in Greenhouse Canyon. The trip back felt like she was falling to 
the earth all over again, and she screamed, causing all her classmates to 
jump. 

“Did something bite you?” Xanthous asked. 

“Sorry!” Brystal said. “I wasn’t expecting the trip back to be so jarring.” 

“What do you mean trip back?” Emerelda asked. 

“It doesn’t matter—I got the answers we wanted!” Brystal said. 
“Madame Weatherberry did lie to us about magic and witchcraft—but she 


was only doing it to protect the magical community. Pll explain it all later 
because we have to go! If we don’t leave Greenhouse Canyon right now, 
we’ ll never see Madame Weatherberry again!” 





CHAPTER NINETEEN 


-p 


THE NORTHERN FRONT 


Byystal and her classmates hurried out of Greenhouse Canyon and trekked 


through the In-Between as quickly as possible. The closer they traveled 
toward the Northern Kingdom, the more the temperature dropped, and each 
mile felt drastically colder than the one before. The children bundled 
themselves tightly in their coats to endure the chilly air, but the declining 
weather wasn’t nearly as bothersome as their sinking spirits. Brystal’s 
conversation with the Tree of Truth was difficult for her friends to process, 
and hearing about it took a visible toll on them. Even though Madame 
Weatherberry had lied to them for honorable reasons, the students and 
apprentices felt betrayed by their teacher. They lowered their heads and 
somberly walked through the forest in silence. 

When the group reached the halfway point between Greenhouse Canyon 
and Black Bear Cave, they took their first break since leaving the enchanted 
gardens. They sat on a fallen log to rest their feet, and Brystal decided to 
address the issue on their minds before they continued any farther. 

“T understand you’re all disappointed,” she said. “It’s never easy to find 
out you’ve been lied to by someone you love, but if you really think about 
it, the truth about fairies and witches doesn’t change anything. We’re still 
the same people we were at the academy, and Madame Weatherberry is still 
the same person we set out to save. Everything she’s ever done—writing 
The Truth About Magic, standing up to the Snow Queen, starting the 
academy—it’s all been to protect and gain acceptance for the magical 
community. We can forgive her for making a few mistakes along the way, 
can’t we?” 

The students thought about Madame Weatherberry’s intentions and 
ultimately agreed with Brystal’s perspective, but the apprentices weren’t 
convinced. 

“Tangerina? Skylene?” Brystal said. “I know this is more difficult for 
you two because you’ve known Madame Weatherberry the longest. It’s 
perfectly fine to feel whatever you’re feeling right now, but one day I think 
you’ ll look back on this and—” 


“Tt’s not just about Madame Weatherberry,” Tangerina confessed. “I’ve 
always thought fairies were better than witches—and I liked feeling better 
than something else. It helped me cope with all the hatred the world sent us. 
Believing I was born that way made me feel valuable—like the universe 
was on my side.” 

“Me too,” Skylene said. “And we hated witches just like humankind 
hates us. But now we know we’re not better than witches—and we’re not 
any better than humankind, either.” 

Brystal knelt in front of her troubled friends and placed a hand on both 
of their knees. 

“We’re all just a couple of mistakes away from becoming the people we 
despise,” she said. “So don’t think worse of yourself, but let this change 
how you think of yourself. Start valuing who you are, more than what you 
are. Prove you’re better than most people by showing more acceptance and 
empathy. And fuel your pride with what you earn and create, instead of 
what you’re born with.” 

Tangerina and Skylene went quiet as they considered Brystal’s 
encouraging proposal. The changes she suggested weren’t easy, and it 
would take a lot of time and hard work, but her message inspired them to 
try. 

“You’re really good at pep talks,” Tangerina said. “Like, sometimes it’s 
weird how good you are.” 

Brystal laughed. “I have a good teacher,” she said. “We all do.” 

After a short break, the classmates continued through the In-Between 
toward Black Bear Cave. Every few steps, Brystal compulsively checked 
her geography book to make sure they were going in the right direction. 
Within the hour, they arrived at an enormous cave at the side of a wide hill. 
The entrance was surrounded by several black boulders stacked to make the 
cave look like the mouth of a giant bear. 

“I’m guessing that’s Black Bear Cave,” Emerelda said. 

“Wait, do we think there are bears in there?” Xanthous asked. 

“Probably,” Lucy said. “I doubt Black Bear Cave got its name for 
housing flamingos.” 

“Doesn’t that worry anyone else?” he asked. “I mean, are we actually 
going inside a bear cave with a girl covered in honey?” 

Everyone turned to Tangerina and eyed her honeycomb jacket with 


concern. 

“Oh yeah,” Brystal said. “Xanthous brings up a good point.” 

Before they could discuss a possible precaution, the classmates were 
distracted by a freezing wind that blew through the forest. The wind was 
followed by a thunderous commotion, and suddenly, the dark woods 
became much darker. The group looked up and saw the gray clouds of a 
terrible storm rolling in from the north. As the clouds covered the sky, a 
powerful snowstorm surged through the In-Between like a white tsunami. 

“What’s going on?” Tangerina asked. 

“It’s a blizzard!” Brystal exclaimed. “Everyone into the cave! NOW!” 

The classmates dashed through the forest, and the blizzard chased after 
them like a swirling white monster. They arrived at the cave’s entrance just 
as the storm collided with the hillside. Brystal and her friends sprinted into 
the cave until the blizzard’s icy winds couldn’t reach them. 

“That wasn’t a normal blizzard, was it?” Skylene asked. 

“No,” Brystal said. “The Snow Queen’s destruction is spreading beyond 
the Northern Kingdom! This isn’t just about saving Madame Weatherberry 
anymore—we’ve got to get to Tinzel Heights and stop the Snow Queen 
before the whole world is covered in one big storm!” 

The future seemed grim, and as they journeyed deeper into Black Bear 
Cave, their environment became just as dark. Soon the cave was pitch-black 
and the classmates could barely see one another. They heard another 
thunderous commotion coming from ahead, and they worried the blizzard 
had found a way inside. 

“AHHHHH!” Lucy suddenly screamed. 

“What happened?” Xanthous asked. 

“Sorry, I just felt something hairy against my leg,” Lucy said. 
“Tangerina, was that you?” 

“Very funny,” Tangerina said. “But I’m behind you.” 

Brystal waved her wand and illuminated the cave with twinkling lights. 
All the classmates screamed when they discovered they were surrounded by 
over a hundred black bears. Brystal and her friends grabbed one another and 
looked around the cave in terror, but luckily, their panic was unnecessary 
because all the creatures were sound asleep on the ground. The snoring 
bears were even louder than the blizzard outside. 

“Did someone give them Simple Slumber Sleeping Salt, too?” Skylene 


asked. 

“No, they’re hibernating,” Emerelda said. 

“But it’s way too early for bears to hibernate,” Xanthous said. “It’s still 
spring.” 

“The cold weather must be confusing them,” Emerelda said. “I doubt 
they had time to gather enough food to survive for very long.” 

“Nothing is going to survive a winter that lasts forever,” Brystal said. 
“Now, everyone look for the abandoned goblin tunnel. The Tree of Truth 
said it’s somewhere in the back of the cave.” 

The classmates searched every corner of the cave and finally found a 
tunnel flanked by two horrifying goblin statues. Brystal waved her wand, 
and all the twinkling lights throughout the cave flew into the tunnel to light 
the passageway. The classmates saw that it was perfectly round, its walls 
were carved with symbols from an ancient goblin language, and it seemed 
virtually endless as it stretched into the distance. 

Before her classmates could get intimidated by the lengthy tunnel, 
Brystal led them inside. The students and apprentices walked for hours and 
hours; the passageway appeared to stretch in a perfectly straight line 
beneath the In-Between. Brystal tried to trace their steps in her geography 
book, but the tunnel wasn’t recorded in any of the maps, so it was 
impossible to tell exactly where they were. Eventually the tunnel split into 
two different directions, and Brystal had the nerve-racking task of choosing 
which way to go. 

“Well?” Emerelda asked her. “Where should we go?” 

Brystal looked back and forth at the tunnels, and she glanced up and 
down at her geography book, but she had no idea where either branch 
headed. 

“I think Tinzel Heights is to the right—wait, to the left—no, it’s to the 
right!” 

Brystal marched into the tunnel on her right, confident she was making 
the correct choice. Her classmates followed her, but a few yards into the 
new tunnel, they noticed someone was missing. Brystal looked back and 
saw Lucy was lingering behind them. 

“Lucy, what are you doing?” Brystal asked. 

“We’re going the wrong way,” Lucy said. “We should take the tunnel to 
the left.” 


“No, the tunnel to the right makes more sense,” Brystal said. “Trust me, 
I’ve thought about this. Black Bear Cave is southeast of the Northern 
Kingdom, which means this tunnel is heading in a northwest direction. If 
the tunnel continues in a straight line, it’s much more likely Tinzel Heights 
will be on our right than our left.” 

“Stop thinking logically,” Lucy said. “Goblins aren’t logical creatures. 
They didn’t care how straight the tunnel was—they just dug it until they 
found something.” 

“But my gut is telling me we should go to the right,” Brystal said. 

“And my gut is telling me we should go to the left,” Lucy said. “Look, 
we always joke that I have a specialty for trouble, and right now, I sense a 
lot of trouble coming from the left. Please, you have to trust me on this—I 
can feel it in my bones.” 

Brystal was hesitant to change directions. Her eyes darted between Lucy 
and the geography book, but she couldn’t decide whose instincts to follow. 
If they made the wrong choice, they’d never make it to the Northern 
Kingdom in time to save Madame Weatherberry. Fortunately, Brystal didn’t 
have to make the decision on her own. 

“T think we should trust Lucy,” Tangerina said. 

Everyone was shocked by Tangerina’s faith in Lucy. 

“Really?” Brystal asked. “You do?” 

“Absolutely,” Tangerina said. “If there’s one thing Lucy knows how to 
do, it’s stumble into a bad situation. Her gut would never lead us to safety.” 

Lucy opened her mouth to argue but then went silent, because she knew 
Tangerina was right. None of the classmates objected to Tangerina’s 
recommendation—they all knew Lucy had a knack for trouble. Brystal took 
a deep breath and prayed her friends were correct. 

“All right,” she said. “We’re going to the left.” 

A couple miles into the left tunnel, Brystal was finally able to breathe 
easy. The passageway began curving to the right and headed in the direction 
Brystal had thought the other tunnel would take them. She checked the Map 
of Magic and was extremely relieved to see her and her classmates’ stars 
appear in the Northern Kingdom. 

“You were right, Lucy!” Brystal said. “We’re almost to Tinzel Heights!” 

Lucy shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. 

“Don’t mention it,” she said. “I’ve got a sixth sense for danger.” 


“T don’t mean to interrupt this warm moment of recognition,” Emerelda 
said. “But do we have a plan for how we’re going to save Madame 
Weatherberry and stop the Snow Queen once we reach Tinzel Heights?” 

Brystal had been mulling over a strategy since they entered Black Bear 
Cave, but she was so focused on getting to Tinzel Heights that she hadn’t 
told the others what to expect when they arrived. 

“The Tree of Truth told me the Snow Queen is keeping Madame 
Weatherberry in Tinzel Palace,” Brystal said. “We’ll go to the palace and 
lure the Snow Queen out with a distraction. Once she’s away, we’ll go 
inside and find Madame Weatherberry. Then we’ || wait for the Snow Queen 
to return, take her by surprise, and... and... and...” 

“And kill her?” Skylene asked. 

“Yes,” Brystal said with difficulty. 

“How are we going to do that?” Xanthous said. “I suppose there are 
more possibilities now that we know witchcraft is an option.” 

Brystal knew that part of the plan was inevitable, but she didn’t know 
how they were going to go through with it. Despite all the suffering and 
damage the Snow Queen had caused, Brystal couldn’t fathom hurting her, 
let alone ending her life. 

“T’m not sure yet,” she told the others. “But PI think of something.” 


"eo we eo! 


As they reached the outskirts of Tinzel Heights, the abandoned goblin 
tunnel came to a dead end at a huge pile of collapsed rocks. At the top of 
the pile, they could see beams of light coming from aboveground. Brystal 
figured this was a good place to depart the tunnel, so she transformed the 
rocks into a staircase, and the classmates climbed to the surface. 

As the group emerged from underground, the air was so cold the passing 
breeze burned their skin. Every last inch of the area, for miles and miles 
around them, was covered in thick snow, and even more snow fell from the 
gray clouds above. 

They had arrived at the base of a towering mountain range with sharp 
peaks and steep slopes. In the distance to the north, the classmates spotted 
the pointed towers of Tinzel Palace peeking out from behind the 


mountaintops. In the distance to the south, in the heart of a valley below the 
mountain range, was the small town of Appleton Village. The village was 
the only place in the Northern Kingdom that hadn’t been destroyed, and it 
was obvious that the country’s entire population was gathered there. The 
cottage homes and shops were surrounded by a sea of tents for all the 
refugees who had fled there. 

Not only did they find themselves in the center of a wintry storm, but the 
classmates had also surfaced in the middle of a war zone. The base of the 
mountain was filled with soldiers frantically preparing for battle. A tall man 
with a black beard gave orders to the soldiers as they ran around him, and 
Brystal assumed he was the General White she had heard about. 

“Get those cannons into position!” the general shouted. “As for the rest 
of you, I want one row behind me and two rows ahead of me! We must use 
whatever weapons and strength we have left! This is our last chance to save 
the kingdom! We cannot let her pass the mountains, I repeat, we cannot let 
her pass the mountains!” 

Just a few dozen men were all that remained of the Northern Kingdom’s 
army. After months of combat, every soldier was exhausted, battered and 
bruised, and the majority of their armor was damaged or missing. However, 
the men valiantly pushed through the pain and followed their general’s 
demands. 

“These guys aren’t going to make it through another battle,” Lucy told 
her classmates. “We’ve got to do something.” 

“I agree,” Brystal said. “We’ll help the soldiers first, and then we’ll go to 
the palace.” 

The students and apprentices hiked through the snow toward General 
White. The general was so busy commanding his soldiers he didn’t notice 
the classmates until they were a couple of feet away. 

“What the heck are you doing here?” he shouted. 

“General White, we’re here to help you!” Brystal said. 

“This is no place for children!” the general said. “Get to the village 
immediately!” 

“You don’t understand, we’re Madame Weatherberry’s students!” she 
explained. 

“Who?” the general asked. 

“Madame Weatherberry!” Brystal said. “She’s the woman who’s been 


helping you fight the—” 

“T don’t have time for this!” General White shouted. “Go to the village 
before you get yourselves killed!” 

Brystal didn’t want to waste any time, either—she needed much more 
than words to earn General White’s trust. 

With a flick of Brystal’s wand, all the soldiers’ damaged armor was 
magically repaired, and all their missing plates and pieces reappeared. 
General White and his men couldn’t believe their eyes as Brystal’s magic 
filled in the holes of their broken shields, popped the dents of their smashed 
helmets, and returned their lost gloves and footwear. 

“All right, you can stay,” the general told her. “But don’t say I didn’t 
warn you.” 

“Tell us how we can help you,” Brystal said. “What do you and your 
men need?” 

“We need a miracle,” he said. 

Just then, one of the soldiers blew a horn, and the entire army turned 
toward the mountains. The classmates looked up as a menacing figure 
appeared on the closest mountaintop. The figure wore a tall crown that was 
shaped like a giant snowflake and a bulky coat made from white fur, and 
she carried a long icicle scepter. Brystal borrowed a soldier’s telescope and 
saw that the figure was a woman with glowing red eyes and black 
frostbitten skin. Her hands were so thin and bony they resembled tree 
branches. 

Without a doubt, the students and apprentices knew they were staring at 
the infamous Snow Queen. Their first glimpse at the most powerful witch in 
the world was a chilling sight, and they shivered from much more than the 
cold air. 

“She’s here!” General White shouted. “Prepare for battle!” 

As the soldiers hurried into position, the Snow Queen was joined on the 
mountaintop by four people wearing familiar black cloaks. The classmates 
gasped in horror when they recognized the cloaked women standing at the 
Snow Queen’s side. 

“That’s Crowbeth, Newtalia, Squidelle, and Feliena!” Skylene said. 

“It can’t be!” Tangerina said. 

“What are they doing with the Snow Queen?” Xanthous asked. “They’re 
supposed to be helping Madame Weatherberry!” 


Brystal felt warmer as anger coursed through her body. There was only 
one reason to explain why the witches were standing at the Snow Queen’s 
side. 

“They must have tricked Madame Weatherberry!” Brystal exclaimed. 
“The witches are working for the Snow Queen!” 

“Those gizzard suckers!” Lucy yelled. 

Now it made sense why the witches were so desperate for Madame 
Weatherberry to return to the Northern Kingdom when she wasn’t ready. 
The weaker the fairy was, the easier it would be for the Snow Queen to 
overpower her. There was no way of knowing how long the witches had 
been planning their betrayal, but Brystal had a feeling it was their plan from 
the very beginning. 

“Load the cannons!” General White ordered. 

“Sir, we have nothing to load them with!” a soldier called to him. 
“We’re out of ammunition!” 

“T can help you with that!” Emerelda said. 

She knelt on the ground and quickly started scooping the snow into large 
snowballs. Once they were the size of cannonballs, Emerelda transformed 
the snowballs into heavy emerald spheres and passed them to the soldiers. 

“Will these work?” she asked. 

It didn’t take long for the men to understand what Emerelda was doing. 
The soldiers dropped to the ground and made more snowballs for Emerelda 
to transform, and then loaded the emerald spheres into their cannons. 

“Prepare to fire!” General White shouted. “On three! One... two...” 

Before they could fire their first round, the Snow Queen pointed her 
scepter at the army, and a massive blizzard descended from the sky. There 
was so much snow, it was all the soldiers and classmates could see around 
them. The winds were so powerful that Brystal and her friends locked arms 
to keep from falling. 

“FIRE!” General White ordered. 

“Sir, we can’t see anything in this snow!” a soldier called back. 

“T can fix that!” Tangerina said. 

The apprentice closed her eyes and concentrated with all her might. Her 
bumblebees vacated her hair and flew directly into the storm. Her 
classmates didn’t understand what she was doing, but soon they realized 
Tangerina’s concentration stretched far beyond their expectations. 


Thousands and thousands of bumblebees flew into the blizzard from all 
over the Northern Kingdom. The swarm moved through the area like a giant 
buzzing net, and the insects caught the flakes of snow with their tiny legs. 
Soon the air was so clear the blizzard was nothing but gusts of empty wind. 

General White didn’t take the clear conditions for granted. 

“NOW!” he ordered. “Fire at will!” 

The soldiers lit their cannons and pelted the mountains with Emerelda’s 
ammunition. Each emerald sphere got closer and closer to where the Snow 
Queen stood. The witch roared angrily and pointed her scepter to the 
clouds. She summoned a bolt of lightning out of the sky, and it struck the 
base of the mountain. Suddenly, the ground started to rumble under the 
army’s feet. One by one, hundreds of terrifying snowmen grew out of the 
snowy ground and crept toward the soldiers like a legion of icy zombies. 

“ATTACK!” General White shouted. 

The army charged ahead and battled the Snow Queen’s frosty warriors. 
The soldiers courageously fought the snowmen, but they were greatly 
outnumbered. Brystal knew she and her classmates had to intervene before 
the soldiers were in trouble. 

“Emerelda, keep making those cannonballs! Tangerina, keep clearing the 
air with your bees! Lucy, Xanthous, and Skylene—follow me! We’re going 
to help the soldiers fight the snowmen!” she said. 

“Let’s kick some ICE!” Lucy cheered. 

The classmates ran across the base of the mountain and joined the men 
in combat. Brystal waved her wand and sent snowmen flying through the 
air in large bubbles, and she used rainbows like colorful slingshots to fling 
them into the mountains. Lucy crushed the snowmen with falling pianos, 
tubas, and harps, and she made deep sinkholes appear at their feet. 
Xanthous and Skylene put their magic together and melted the snowmen 
with jets of boiling water. With the classmates’ help, the Northern 
Kingdom’s army tore through the snowmen like they were made of paper. 
The Snow Queen was infuriated to see her adversaries succeeding and she 
seethed from the mountaintop. 

“This is perfect!” Brystal said. 

“Really?” Lucy asked her. “Do you have other battles to compare it to?” 

“No, I mean this is the perfect distraction!” Brystal said. “I’m going to 
sneak into Tinzel Palace and rescue Madame Weatherberry while the Snow 
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Queen is occupied 

“Brystal, no!” Skylene objected. 

“We won’t let you face the Snow Queen on your own!” Xanthous said. 

“T don’t plan to,” she said. “If the Snow Queen heads back to the palace, 
then follow her and meet me there! But right now she’s fixated on the 
Northern Kingdom’s army! This might be the best opportunity we have to 
save Madame Weatherberry!” 

Brystal’s plan made her classmates nervous, but as they looked up at the 
Snow Queen’s unwavering gaze on General White and his men, they knew 
Brystal was right. 

“Be careful!” Lucy said. “I’m too young for you to die!” 

“T will!” Brystal said. “Look out for each other while I’m gone!” 

When she was certain the witches weren’t looking, Brystal discreetly 
dashed into the mountainside and climbed toward the towers of Tinzel 
Palace. Brystal kept a watchful eye on the Snow Queen as she went and 
carefully traveled around the witch without being noticed. 

Eventually, the soldiers and classmates gained the upper hand on the 
snowmen. The Snow Queen decided it was time to send in reinforcements, 
and she nodded to the witches standing beside her. Crowbeth, Newtalia, 
Squidelle, and Feliena descended down the mountain and entered the battle. 

Although they had always stood and walked like people, the witches 
threw off their cloaks and revealed bodies that were more animal than 
human. Instead of arms, Crowbeth had large feathery wings and legs like a 
hawk. Newtalia had a long scaly torso that coiled like the body of a snake. 
Squidelle had eight flexible limbs with tentacles like an octopus. Feliena’s 
body was covered in fur, and instead of hands and feet, she had paws with 
razor-sharp claws. Each of the witches set their sights on a different 
classmate and preyed upon the children. 

Crowbeth spread her wings and swooped through the air, snatching 
Lucy off the ground like an eagle catching a squirrel. She raised the girl 
high into the sky and dangled her above the clouds. Lucy squirmed 
helplessly in the witch’s clutches, and Crowbeth cackled as she struggled. 

“T hope you enjoy your fall as much as you’ve enjoyed our winter!” 
Crowbeth screeched. 

Lucy closed her eyes and tried to summon a mighty force to save her. 
Just as Crowbeth was about to drop her, a flock of squawking geese 


appeared on the horizon and flew to Lucy’s rescue. The geese attacked 
Crowbeth, using their beaks to pluck the witch’s feathers and rip holes in 
her wings. Soon Crowbeth’s wings were so damaged she couldn’t keep 
herself in the air, and the witch plummeted into the mountains. The geese 
grasped Lucy with their beaks and safely lowered her back to the earth. 

“Well, you’re not the birds of prey that I was picturing, but you’re the 
best gaggle a girl could ask for,” Lucy told the geese. 

On the ground below, Xanthous and Skylene went back to back as they 
were circled by Newtalia and Squidelle. They tried to hit the witches with 
bursts of fire and water, but Newtalia and Squidelle dodged their efforts 
with ease. 

In one slick spinning motion, Squidelle struck Xanthous’s face with all 
eight of her limbs. The boy fell to the ground, his eyes fluttered shut, and all 
the flames on his body disappeared. Squidelle lurched toward the 
unconscious boy; she wrapped her limbs around him and started squeezing 
him to death. 

“Tt’s time to put your flames out forever!” Squidelle grumbled. 

However, Xanthous had other plans. When Squidelle was least 
expecting it, Xanthous awoke from his pretend blackout and tightly 
fastened his Muter Medal around the witch’s neck. Squidelle frantically 
tried to pull the Muter Medal off, but her tentacles couldn’t untie 
Xanthous’s small knot. As her powers began to fade, Squidelle collapsed 
and flopped onto the ground like a fish out of water. The witch thrashed 
across the snow, accidentally rolled into one of Lucy’s sinkholes, and never 
resurfaced. 

“Skylene, did you see that?” Xanthous asked. “I stopped my flames all 
by myself! I didn’t even need the Muter Medal! Skylene ?” 

His friend didn’t respond because she had her hands full. Skylene was 
pointing at Newtalia and blasting the witch with the most powerful geyser 
she could muster. Unfortunately, the water wasn’t enough to stop Newtalia 
from creeping closer. The witch dived into Skylene’s geyser and swam 
through it like it was a stream. Newtalia slithered close enough to grab hold 
of Skylene, and the witch lifted the girl by her collar. 

“You ssstupid girl!” Newtalia hissed. “Did you actually think a little 
water would ssstop me?” 

“Tf I’m being honest,” Skylene said, “I wasn’t trying to ssstop you.” 


Newtalia had no clue what the girl was talking about, but suddenly, the 
witch became very stiff. Her drenched body started to freeze in the cold 
wind, and soon Newtalia was as solid as a statue. Skylene pushed her over, 
and the witch hit the ground and shattered into a million pieces. 

“Skylene, that was brilliant!” Xanthous said. “How’d you know that was 
going to work?” 

“Magic is no excuse to ignore science,” she said with a shrug. 

Across the way, Tangerina was still in deep concentration as she reduced 
the blizzard with her bumblebees. Feliena snuck up behind the apprentice 
and knocked her to the ground, leaving a bloody scratch across Tangerina’s 
face. The girl tried to trap the witch with her honey, but Feliena jumped out 
of the way, avoiding each attempt. 

“You and your friends will never win this fight,” Feliena growled. 

“Pm pretty sure we are winning,” Tangerina said. “My friends have 
already defeated yours.” 

Feliena’s green eyes glanced around the base of the mountain, and she 
roared angrily when she realized she and the Snow Queen were the only 
witches left. 

“My sisters may be gone, but J still have all nine of my lives left!” she 
growled. 

Feliena lunged toward Tangerina, but right as she was about to strike the 
girl again, she was interrupted by someone clearing their throat nearby. The 
witch looked over her shoulder and saw Emerelda standing right behind her. 

“You may have nine lives, but diamonds are forever,” she said. 

Emerelda grabbed Feliena’s paw and squeezed it as hard as she could. 
Inch by inch, the witch’s body was slowly transformed into one large jewel, 
and Feliena never growled, scratched, or jumped again. 

“You’re a real gem, Emerelda,” Tangerina said. “Thank you.” 

As the students and apprentices defeated the witches, General White and 
his soldiers conquered the last batch of snowmen. Their successful defense 
infuriated the Snow Queen, and the witch screamed so loudly her voice 
echoed through the mountain range. 

“She doesn’t look very happy,” Tangerina said. 

“What is she going to do next?” Skylene asked. 

“Whatever it is, it’s not going to be pretty,” Emerelda said. 

“General White!” Lucy called to him. “The Snow Queen is about to 


show us the ace up her sleeve! Go to Appleton Village and evacuate it while 
you can! You won’t save your kingdom by sticking around here! Help your 
people safely across the In-Between and take them to the Southern 
Kingdom! We’ll hold the Snow Queen off for as long as we can!” 

“Thank you,” General White said, and saluted the classmates. 
“Godspeed, children.” 

General White led his army toward Appleton Village, and the classmates 
stayed at the base of the mountain, waiting with bated breath for the Snow 
Queen to make a move. An eerie smile appeared on the witch’s frostbitten 
face as she plotted her next attack. The Snow Queen slammed her scepter 
into the mountaintop and caused a powerful earthquake to rattle throughout 
the mountain range. The snow slid off all the steep mountain slopes, and 
soon an avalanche of catastrophic proportions was hurtling toward the 
classmates. If they didn’t do something to stop it—and something quick— 
the classmates, the village, and the entire Northern Kingdom population 
would be decimated in a matter of minutes. 

“Xanthous, I think this one’s on you, buddy!” Lucy said. 

“What?” he asked in shock. “I can’t stop an avalanche!” 

“You’re the only one with the right skill set,” she said. “You’ve got to 
create a blast of heat that’s powerful enough to vaporize that thing!” 

“T—]—I don’t have that kind of power!” Xanthous said. 

“Yes, you do!” Lucy said. “You’ve got to believe in yourself or the 
whole kingdom will be destroyed!” 

The avalanche was growing, gaining speed as it raced down the 
mountain. It was so strong it snapped the trees in its path like twigs, and it 
knocked over boulders that had never been moved. The closer it got, the 
more frightened Xanthous was. Lucy’s words of encouragement weren’t 
helping him, so she tried a different approach. 

“Think about the night your father died!” she said. 

Xanthous was very confused. “Why?” he asked. 

“Think about how your father beat you for playing with dolls!” Lucy 
continued. “Think about the fire that killed him and burned down your 
house! Think about all the shame and guilt you’ve had to live with ever 
since! Think about how you wanted to drown yourself in the lake!” 

The traumatic memories made Xanthous’s flames rise on his head and 
shoulders. 


“T don’t understand,” he said. “What does any of this have to do with—” 

“Think of all the time you spent hating yourself! Think of all the days 
you lived in fear of being discovered! Think of all the people who told you 
it was wrong to be who you are! Think of how badly you wanted to change 
into someone else!” 

Lucy was upsetting Xanthous, and his body was soon engulfed in 
flames. 

“Why are you bringing this up now?” he asked. 

“Because I know part of you still hates yourself for being different! Part 
of you still lives in fear of the truth! Part of you still believes you don’t 
deserve to exist! And part of you still believes you’ll never be loved for 
who you are! I know how you feel, because we all feel that way!” 

Fire started pouring out of Xanthous like lava flowing from a volcano. 

“Stop it, Lucy!” he cried. “I don’t want to do this!” 

“And you don’t have to anymore—none of us do! Stop carrying all that 
shame around! Stop wanting to change yourself! Stop worrying no one will 
love the real you! None of us have anything to be ashamed of! None of us 
have to change anything! And we’ll always love and accept each other! So 
let go of the hate and fear that other people have instilled in you! Let it go 
so you never have to feel it again!” 

The avalanche plowed into the base of the mountain, and the classmates 
were just seconds away from being pulverized. 

“Now’s your chance, Xanthous!” Lucy shouted. “Release all the pain 
and stop that avalanche from leaving the mountain!” 

“No!” Xanthous cried. “I can’t do it!” 

“Yes, you can!” she yelled. “Let it out, Xanthous! Let it out!” 

“AAAAAAAHHHHHH!” 

The boy fell to his knees and a massive explosion erupted from inside 
him. As Xanthous’s fiery blast collided with the avalanche, the entire 
mountain range was consumed in a blinding light. Emerelda pulled Lucy, 
Tangerina, and Skylene into a tight huddle, and then created an emerald 
igloo to shield them from the heat and the snow. By the time the light faded, 
not only had the avalanche completely disappeared, but all the snow at the 
base of the mountain had melted away. 

The classmates peeked out from Emerelda’s igloo and looked around in 
amazement. Xanthous couldn’t believe what he had done, either, and he 


stared at the land with wide, bewildered eyes. The boy turned to his friends 
with a bashful grin. 

“That felt really good,” he whispered. 

“Boy, am I glad that worked,” Lucy said. 

The Snow Queen was so enraged that the classmates had stopped the 
avalanche, her frostbitten hands were shaking. The witch turned in a huff 
and headed back to Tinzel Palace. 

“Look—she’s leaving!” Skylene pointed out. 

“What’s she doing?” Tangerina asked. 

“She’s retreating!” Lucy said. “Come on! We have to get to the palace 
before she finds Brystal!” 





CHAPTER TWENTY 


-p 


‘THe Snow Queen 


Brystal climbed through the Northern Mountains as quickly and quietly as 


possible. She was so cold she was convinced she’d never feel warm again, 
and she became so tired she worried she’d collapse in the snow and never 
make it to Tinzel Palace. Brystal was afraid the Snow Queen would notice 
her sneaking through the mountains if she used any magic, so she refrained 
from casting any spells to assist her, and made the journey entirely on foot. 

The majority of the mountain range was so steep Brystal needed both 
hands to scale it, and she had to carry her wand in her mouth for most of the 
trip. She was making great progress until she came to a slope that was so 
slippery it was nearly impossible to get over. It didn’t matter what she 
grabbed or where she placed her feet, Brystal kept sliding down the slope 
and having to start the climb all over again. After her fifth attempt, Brystal 
began to lose hope, but fortunately, something caught her eye that restored 
her faith. 

Peeking out from the thick snow beside her was a yellow daffodil. It 
wasn’t an exceptionally pretty flower—its color had faded and its petals had 
withered in the cold wind—but by some miracle, the daffodil had survived 
the freezing weather. Although the flower was very small, it delivered the 
exact message Brystal needed: If the daffodil was strong enough to 
withstand the Snow Queen’s storm, then so was she. 

Brystal got to her feet, climbed the slope for the sixth time, and used all 
her strength to pull herself over its slippery summit. 

Soon Brystal was so high in the mountains that the air became thin and 
it was difficult to breathe. The battle between the Northern Kingdom’s army 
and the Snow Queen was so far behind her, it was nothing but a distant 
murmur. Brystal knew she was getting close to Tinzel Palace because the 
towers stretched higher into the sky with every step she took. After an 
exhausting excursion, Brystal climbed over the tallest mountain peak and 
finally arrived in the Northern Kingdom’s capital. 

Tinzel Heights was a large city in the center of the Northern Mountains. 
Due to the limited space, all the homes and shops were stacked on top of 


one another, and the narrow roads wound through the capital like a giant 
maze. Tinzel Palace was in the very center of the town, and it soared to 
heights that surpassed the mountain range surrounding it. The palace was so 
tall and lean, and its towers so piercing, that the entire structure looked like 
a group of sharpened pencils. Brystal couldn’t tell what color or materials 
the palace was constructed from because the entire city was covered in a 
sheet of ice. She walked slowly and carefully as she traveled through the 
capital so she wouldn’t slip on the frosty roads. 

Not only was the city physically frozen, but Tinzel Heights was also 
eerily frozen in time. The streets were littered with townspeople who had 
been frozen while going about their daily errands. Brystal peeked through 
windows and saw frozen butchers, bakers, and locksmiths helping frozen 
customers in their shops. The homes were filled with frozen fathers, 
mothers, and children in the middle of household chores. Obviously, the 
Snow Queen had struck the capital so quickly, the city’s people hadn’t had 
time to react, let alone run to safety. 

Eventually Brystal arrived at Tinzel Palace and crossed the bridge over 
its icy moat. The front doors were frozen shut, so Brystal used her wand 
like a torch to thaw them open. As she stepped inside, her first sight of the 
palace made her gasp—not because of the damage the Snow Queen had 
caused, but because of how beautiful the palace was. Icicles hung from all 
the ceilings and archways like pointed chandeliers. The walls were coated 
with frost that sparkled like crystal. The floor was covered in crackling ice 
like the surface of a frozen lake. Brystal had no idea what the palace looked 
like before the Snow Queen attacked, but she couldn’t imagine it being any 
more spectacular than what she was seeing. 

Brystal searched through Tinzel Palace, but she couldn’t find Madame 
Weatherberry anywhere. Occasionally, she would see someone at the end of 
a long corridor or spacious room. Her heart would flutter, hoping it was her 
teacher, but she only found frozen guards and servants at every turn. 

“Madame Weatherberry?” she shouted into the cold palace. “Madame 
Weatherberry, where are you?” 

Brystal entered the palace’s dining hall and was startled by a gruesome 
sight. She found the Northern Kingdom’s royal family frozen around the 
long dining table. King Nobleton, the queen, the two teenage princes, and 
the four young princesses had been enjoying a lavish meal when the Snow 


Queen struck. Although their skin was pale and there was no color in their 
eyes, the royal family seemed very much alive. The princes had died in the 
middle of a food fight, the queen had perished while arguing with her 
daughters, and the king had frozen while scoffing at all of them. Brystal 
half expected the family to move at any moment and continue their 
activities, but the royals never awoke from their icy demise. 

Strangely, all the food and plates had been recently swiped off the table 
to make space for a collection of maps. Brystal inspected the collection and 
discovered a Map of Magic, a map that showed the whereabouts of the 
Northern Kingdom’s army, and a map that showed the weather in all the 
kingdoms. She took a closer look at the map of weather and covered her 
mouth in horror—the powerful blizzard the classmates encountered in the 
In-Between had spread across the whole world. 

Suddenly, the palace’s front doors creaked open and the sound echoed 
through the royal residence. The temperature instantly dropped another ten 
degrees. Someone with heavy footsteps and rattling breath stormed inside 
the palace, and Brystal knew there was only one person it could be. The 
footsteps came closer and closer to the dining hall, and Brystal started to 
panic—she had thought she would have more time to find Madame 
Weatherberry before the Snow Queen returned. Brystal didn’t know what 
else to do, so she hid in the cupboard at the bottom of a giant china cabinet. 

The Snow Queen burst into the dining hall in a furious rage. The witch 
knocked over every vase and candelabra in the room and then crept toward 
the table. She gazed down at her map of the Northern Kingdom’s army and 
saw General White and his soldiers evacuating the people from Appleton 
Village. The Snow Queen roared angrily and pounded the table with a 
clenched fist. She then turned to the map of weather, and as she watched her 
blizzard consume the world, her fury turned into delight. She let out a low 
raspy cackle and exposed her rotting, jagged teeth. 

The Snow Queen’s back was turned toward the china cabinet while she 
viewed the maps, and as Brystal peeked out from the cupboard, it slowly 
dawned on her what a profound opportunity was before her. This could be 
the most vulnerable position the Snow Queen had ever been in—right here 
and right now, with a quick flick of her wrist, Brystal could end the witch’s 
reign of terror forever. She just needed to summon the right magic for the 
job. Brystal leaned out of the cupboard and pointed her wand directly at the 


Snow Queen’s back. 

However, as Brystal imagined how she was going to kill the Snow 
Queen, her train of thought shifted to the moments after she killed the Snow 
Queen. Thousands of lives would be saved, but could Brystal live with 
herself in the aftermath? How would it feel to slay an unsuspecting woman? 
Would taking another life change who she was? Would she carry any guilt 
or regret after it was over? She was paralyzed by her troubled conscience, 
and eventually, Brystal knew she couldn’t go through with it. 

“Well?” the Snow Queen growled. “Do it.” 

Brystal jumped at the sound of her raspy voice. She was confused about 
who the Snow Queen was talking to—Brystal had been so quiet, there was 
no way the witch could have seen or heard her hiding in the cupboard. She 
glanced around the dining hall to see if someone else had entered the room, 
but Brystal and the Snow Queen were the only ones there. 

“What’s the matter?” the Snow Queen growled. “Are you getting cold 
feet?” 

To Brystal’s absolute horror, she realized the Snow Queen was talking to 
her—the witch could see her reflection in a mirror across the hall! 

Before Brystal had a chance to say or do anything, the Snow Queen 
whipped around and lunged toward the china cabinet. She grabbed Brystal 
by the throat and raised her into the air. Brystal dropped her wand and used 
both hands to pry the witch’s bony fingers off her neck, but her grip was too 
tight. She tried to kick the Snow Queen off, but the witch was as strong as a 
brick wall. 

“You should have killed me when you had the chance!” she roared. 

As the Snow Queen choked her, Brystal was so close to the witch’s face 
she could see every crack of her frostbitten skin, every crooked tooth of her 
jagged smile, and the pupils of her glowing red eyes. However, there was 
something about the witch’s eyes that Brystal could have sworn she 
recognized, and once she noticed it, the rest of the Snow Queen’s face 
became very familiar, too. 

“No,” Brystal wheezed. “No, it can’t be...” 

The thought was so distressing, Brystal kicked her legs even harder, and 
her foot knocked the icicle scepter out of the Snow Queen’s other hand. The 
scepter fell and shattered into hundreds of pieces on the floor. As soon as 
the scepter slipped from her fingertips, the Snow Queen lost all her 


strength. The witch dropped Brystal on the floor and collapsed beside her. 
The Snow Queen tried crawling away from Brystal, but the witch was so 
weak without her scepter, she could barely move. 

Once Brystal caught her breath, she grabbed the Snow Queen’s shoulder 
and forced the witch on her back so they could face each other. The Snow 
Queen’s glowing red eyes slowly diminished and turned into a pair of eyes 
Brystal had seen many times before. 

There was no denying it now—Brystal knew exactly who the Snow 
Queen really was—and the discovery made her heart feel like it had been 
ripped in half. 

“Madame Weatherberry?” she gasped. “It’s you!” 

Brystal had never experienced such shock in her life. As the reality sank 
in, Brystal’s whole body went numb, and she couldn’t even feel the freezing 
air circulating the palace. Her mind was bombarded with millions of 
questions, but only a single word escaped her mouth. 

“How?” 

The exposed fairy was humiliated and covered her frostbitten face. She 
crawled to the dining table and used a chair to pull herself onto her feet. 

“T never wanted you to find out,” Madame Weatherberry said. “You 
were supposed to kill me before you learned the truth.” 

“But... but... how is this even possible? How could you be the Snow 
Queen?” 

“Sometimes good people do bad things for the right reasons.” 

“Bad things?” Brystal asked in disbelief. “Madame Weatherberry, 
nothing could possibly justify what you’ve done! You’ve been lying since 
the day I met you! You’ve covered the world in a devastating storm! You’ve 
destroyed an entire kingdom and taken thousands of lives!” 

“IT’S NOTHING COMPARED TO THE LIVES THEY’VE TAKEN 
FROM US!” 

For a split second, the Snow Queen returned to Madame Weatherberry’s 
body. The fairy screamed in agony, as if a creature was trying to claw its 
way out from inside her. Brystal retrieved her wand to defend herself 
against the witch. As she watched Madame Weatherberry struggle, Brystal 
realized her teacher and the Snow Queen weren’ the same person, but two 
very different beings fighting over the same body. Eventually, the fairy 
regained control and suppressed the witch like a growing illness. 


“T never meant for any of this to happen,” Madame Weatherberry said. 
“All I wanted was to make the world a better place for people like us—all I 
wanted was to secure acceptance for the magical community. But I lost 
myself along the way, and created her.” 

“How could someone lose themselves that much?” 

Brystal was so befuddled she felt like she might faint. Madame 
Weatherberry lowered her head in shame and took a deep breath before 
explaining. 

“Do you remember our conversation the day after you were attacked by 
the witch hunters? We were sitting in my office and you asked me how I 
managed to stay so optimistic. You asked me why I wasn’t consumed with 
anger. I told you it was because we were the lucky ones. I told you that 
fighting for love and acceptance meant we truly knew love and acceptance, 
and how that notion gave me peace. Do you remember that?” 

“Yes, I remember,” Brystal said. 

“Well, I lied to you,” Madame Weatherberry said. “The truth is, I’ve 
been angry my entire life. When I was young, I was very sensitive to the 
world’s cruelty, and it filled me with an unbearable fury. I ignored all the 
good things in my life and focused solely on the injustice around me. I 
became bitter, I became depressed, and I became desperate to get rid of my 
rage. But I didn’t go about taking the proper steps to help myself. I was too 
embarrassed and prideful to seek the treatment I needed. Instead I pushed 
all my anger deep within myself, and I hoped if I pushed it deep enough, I’d 
never be able to find it. Over the years, I added more and more anger to my 
secret collection, and eventually, I created a monster inside me.” 

“You mean the Snow Queen lives inside you?” Brystal asked. 

“Yes,” Madame Weatherberry said. “I spent the majority of my life 
ignoring her, but I’ve always known she was there, growing stronger after 
every heartbreak. With time, I noticed that many people in the magical 
community were suffering from similar ailments. Our anger manifested 
itself in different ways—some drank too many potions to numb the pain, 
others turned to witchcraft as a way to release it—but one by one, I watched 
my friends lose themselves to their inner demons. I didn’t want another 
generation of fairies or witches to experience what we were feeling, so I 
decided to devote my life to securing acceptance for our community, so the 
future would be spared humankind’s hatred.” 


“So you wrote and published The Truth About Magic,” Brystal said. 
“You tried to convince the world there was a difference between fairies and 
witches—you tried to redefine the magical community to save it.” 

Madame Weatherberry nodded. “However, the endeavor quickly 
backfired. My book was banned in all the kingdoms and I became a global 
pariah. As punishment for my attempts, the Northern Kingdom sent a 
cavalcade of soldiers to my home in the In-Between. They strapped my 
husband to a wooden post and burned him alive while they forced me to 
watch.” 

“Horence!” Brystal gasped with large eyes. “You’re the witch from his 
story! Horence tried to warn me before I came here. I didn’t understand 
what he was saying at the time, but he was warning me about you! He was 
telling me that two things were about to become one! That carving in the 
woods—those were your initials!” 

“Horence Marks and Snowy Weatherberry,” she said. “It feels like a 
lifetime ago.” 

“Snowy is your real name?” Brystal asked. “That can’t be a 
coincidence.” 

“Tt isn’t,” she said. “The fairies named me Snowy Celeste Weatherberry 
after my specialty. They said I started causing storms from the moment I 
was born.” 

Brystal had been so focused on discovering her own specialty, she had 
never asked Madame Weatherberry what her specialty was. Now that she 
knew the answer, she couldn’t believe she hadn’t figured it out already, and 
not just because weather was in her name. 

“On our first night at the academy, there was a horrible thunderstorm,” 
she said. “You summoned that storm because you knew it would frighten us 
and bring us closer together, didn’t you? And after Lucy and I went into the 
In-Between, you sent us another thunderstorm so we wouldn’t leave the 
castle while you were gone! And two days ago, you sent that snowflake to 
the academy so I would come to the Northern Kingdom! You’ve been using 
the weather to manipulate us from the beginning!” 

The fairy nodded again. Brystal scrunched her forehead because 
something about Madame Weatherberry’s story still wasn’t adding up. 

“But why did the fairies name you?” she asked. “When we recruited 
Emerelda from the coal mine, you said you were raised by a human family. 


You said they tried to kill you and that’s how you got the burns on your left 
arm.” 

“T lied,” Madame Weatherberry said. “I only told that story to convince 
Emerelda to join the academy. The burns on my arm didn’t come from a 
fire—it was frostbite. The same frostbite that covers me now.” 

“So you got those marks from using witchcraft,” Brystal said. “That’s 
why you started covering yourself with gloves and coats. And that’s why 
you wouldn’t let Mrs. Vee treat your wounds. The bruise I saw on your 
face, that was frostbite, too, wasn’t it? The more damage you cause as the 
Snow Queen, the more the frostbite covers you.” 

Madame Weatherberry looked down at her bony, blackened hands and 
sighed with a heavy heart. 

“Correct,” she said. “And the more she covers me on the outside, the 
more she consumes me on the inside.” 

“But what led you to witchcraft in the first place?” Brystal asked. “How 
did you go from writing The Truth About Magic to destroying an entire 
kingdom?” 

“After Horence was killed, I used witchcraft for the very first time to 
bring him back from the dead,” she explained. “The spell was a complete 
disaster. Horence returned to earth as an unnatural being, and my left arm 
was changed forever—but it wasn’t only my arm that changed. I told you 
the witch in Horence’s story died after she conjured the spell—but that 
wasn’t entirely untrue, because part of me did die that day.” 

“How so?” Brystal asked. 

“My husband never committed a crime or hurt anyone in his life, but 
humankind murdered him simply to teach me a lesson. And indeed, I 
learned a very valuable lesson that day. I suddenly realized I had been 
foolish for believing The Truth About Magic was enough to change 
humanity’s ways—they would never be persuaded by the logic or empathy 
of a book. The only way humankind was going to accept the magical 
community was to fear and need the magical community. We had to give 
them a problem, and then we had to be the solution. And as I laid eyes on 
my frostbitten skin for the very first time, I knew exactly what problem to 
create.” 

“The Snow Queen?” 

“Precisely,” Madame Weatherberry said. “To become the Snow Queen, I 


had to access all the anger that I had suppressed over the years. Just like 
your wand put you in touch with your magic, the scepter put me in touch 
with my rage. Unfortunately, there was so much fury waiting inside me, the 
task became overwhelming. Each time I picked up the scepter, the Snow 
Queen became stronger and stronger, and it became harder and harder to 
fight her off. I asked Feliena, Newtalia, Squidelle, and Crowbeth to join me 
and help me with the transitions—but the witches cared more about revenge 
than acceptance. They allowed the Snow Queen to control me and they used 
her like a weapon.” 

“But why didn’t you stop?” Brystal asked. “If the Snow Queen was 
consuming you like this, why did you keep returning to the Northern 
Kingdom?” 

“Because the world wasn’t taking her seriously,” Madame Weatherberry 
said. “My plan would only work if the whole world saw the Snow Queen as 
an unstoppable threat. It would take complete desperation for them to turn 
to witches and fairies for help. But King Nobleton consistently lied to the 
other monarchs about the destruction the Snow Queen caused. So to gain 
the other sovereigns’ attention, I increased the attacks and made each one 
grander than the one before. However, it didn’t matter how hard the Snow 
Queen struck the Northern Kingdom, the other monarchs ignored her. The 
only way King Champion, Queen Endustria, and King Warworth would 
ever acknowledge the Snow Queen was if her destruction went worldwide.” 

“And now you’ve covered all the kingdoms in a blizzard,” Brystal said. 
“You’ve given humankind the ultimate problem, so how is the magical 
community the solution? Who are they supposed to turn to for help?” 

Madame Weatherberry hesitated before responding, and Brystal could 
tell the answer was going to be difficult to hear. 

“The academy,” she confessed. 

“What?” Brystal gasped. 

“If the world had recognized the Snow Queen’s first attack, I would 
have never had to involve anyone else,” Madame Weatherberry said. “I 
could have been the problem and the solution to my plan. But as the attacks 
continued, I realized the Snow Queen would likely devour me before I 
completed my mission. So I recruited a coalition of fairies to finish what I 
had started in case I was compromised.” 

“So that’s the real reason you started the academy?” Brystal asked in 


disbelief. “You weren’t training us to help and heal people, you were 
training us to be your assassins?” 

“T wasn’t lying when I said teaching was the greatest privilege of my 
life,’ Madame Weatherberry said. “Watching you and the others flourish 
has brought me happiness like I’ve never known before. I’m deeply 
remorseful to put you in this position now, but in order for us to succeed, 
I’m afraid you have to fulfill the promises you made me.” 

Brystal felt like her stomach had been yanked out of her body. 

“Madame Weatherberry, no!” she cried. “I could never kill you!” 

“Yes, you can,” Madame Weatherberry said. “When humankind learns 
that you saved the world from global annihilation, they’ll finally have a 
reason to respect and accept the magical community. You and your 
classmates will lead the world into a new era where people like us will 
never have to hide in the shadows, where they can live openly without fear, 
and they’ ll never be crippled by their anger again.” 

“No!” Brystal said. “There has to be another way!” 

“This is the only way,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Believe me, I wish 
there was an easier path to take, but this is the greatest opportunity that 
fairies and witches have had in centuries! If we don’t do this now, it may be 
another millennium before we have a second chance!” 

“No, we’ll find a better solution!” Brystal said. “Come back to the 
academy! We’ll find a way to cure you from the Snow Queen!” 

“Its too late for that,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Scepter or no 
scepter, the Snow Queen has consumed me past the point of no return. I 
have days—maybe hours—before she takes me over completely. And I 
don’t want to spend the rest of my life imprisoned inside her.” 

Madame Weatherberry raised Brystal’s wrist so the tip of her wand was 
pointing to her teacher’s frostbitten forehead. 

“Please, I’m begging you!” the fairy said. 

“No! I can’t do this!” 

“We don’t have a choice!” 

“I’m sorry, Madame Weatherberry, but I—” 

“YOU’LL NEVER BE ABLE TO DEFEAT ME, YOU STUPID 
INCOMPETENT GIRL!” 

Suddenly, the Snow Queen resurfaced in Madame Weatherberry’s body. 
The witch wrapped her hands around Brystal’s throat and started choking 


her again. Brystal couldn’t breathe, her vision blurred, and she started 
losing consciousness. If she didn’t act fast, she would die in the Snow 
Queen’s hands. Brystal raised her wand, pointed it at the witch, and made a 
decision that she would regret for the rest of her life. 

BAM! A bright and powerful blast erupted from Brystal’s wand and hit 
the Snow Queen directly in the chest. The witch flew across the dining hall 
and landed hard on the floor. Brystal kept her wand raised as she cautiously 
approached the Snow Queen’s motionless body. The witch’s eyes fluttered 
open, but instead of seeing the Snow Queen’s glowing red gaze, Madame 
Weatherberry’s eyes returned. 

“What... what... what just happened?” she asked. 

“I made my decision,” Brystal said. “And I’m not killing anyone.” 

“You should have finished her! All of this could be over by now!” 

“You might be right,” Brystal said. “And later I may regret sparing you, 
but not nearly as much as I would regret ending your life. Pll never 
understand why you chose violence as a road to peace, I’!l never understand 
why you chose fear as a remedy to hate, but I will not repeat your mistakes. 
If I’m going to continue down the path you’ve paved, then I’m going to 
walk it at my own pace.” 

“Brystal, humankind will need proof that you slayed the Snow Queen! 
My death is the only way yov’ l earn their trust!” 

“You’re wrong!” Brystal said. “You don’t have to die for your plan to 
succeed—on the contrary, all the destruction you’ve caused, all the fear 
you’ve instilled, and all the lives you’ve taken will all be meaningless 
without you!” 

“What are you talking about?” Madame Weatherberry asked. 

“You said it yourself. The only way humankind will respect and accept 
the magical community is if they need the magical community,” Brystal 
explained. “But the minute the Snow Queen is destroyed, humankind won’t 
need us anymore. They’ll forget she ever existed, they’ll rewrite history to 
say they were the ones who conquered her, and the world will go back to 
hating fairies and witches just like before. But if you stay alive, and keep 
the world in fear of the Snow Queen striking again, the magical community 
will always have leverage over humankind.” 

“But I can’t keep fighting her like this,” Madame Weatherberry said. 

“T don’t believe that for a second,” Brystal said. “You said you only have 


days or hours before the Snow Queen consumes you completely—well, I 
say you have years or decades left in you. You’re giving up because you 
don’t want to fight her anymore, but the Madame Weatherberry I know and 
love would never let me quit like this, and I’m not going to let you, either.” 

“But what do you suggest I do? Where do you suggest I go?” 

“T suggest you use whatever strength and time you have left to get as far 
away from civilization as possible. Take yourself deep into the Northern 
Mountains and get lost in a cave somewhere. Find a place that’s so far 
removed not even a Map of Magic would detect you. Send a gentle 
snowstorm through the kingdoms every now and then to remind humankind 
that you’re still around, but whatever you do, keep yourself alive.” 

“But if she consumes me and returns?” 

“Then we’ll be ready for her,” Brystal said. “We’ll find other fairies 
around the world and recruit them into the academy. We’ll train them using 
the lessons you’ve taught us and prepare them to face her. We’ll create such 
a strong coalition of fairies that the Snow Queen will never stand a chance 
against us.” 

The front doors of Tinzel Palace creaked open and the sound of several 
sets of footsteps echoed through the corridors. Lucy, Emerelda, Xanthous, 
Tangerina, and Skylene entered the royal residence, and Brystal could hear 
their hushed voices as they searched for her. 

“It’s your classmates!” Madame Weatherberry said. “They can’t see me 
like this! If they discover the truth, they’ ll be devastated, they’ll lose faith in 
everything I’ve ever taught them!” 

“Then don’t let them,” Brystal said. “Follow my plan! Leave the palace 
before they see you!” 

“But what will you tell them? They can never know what I’ve done!” 

“PII tell them the truth,” Brystal said. “Pll say that after a long battle, 
the Snow Queen finally overpowered you, but you managed to scare her off 
and send her into seclusion first. That’s all they need to know.” 

The classmates’ footsteps were growing closer in the corridor outside 
the dining hall. Madame Weatherberry looked back and forth between 
Brystal’s pleading face and the open doorway, but she couldn’t decide what 
to do. 

“Please, Madame Weatherberry,” Brystal said. “I know it’s not what you 
planned, but I know this is what’s best for all of us! And that is a promise I 


can keep forever.” 

There wasn’t time to think of a better option. Madame Weatherberry let 
out a deep sigh that came from the bottom of her weary soul and accepted 
Brystal’s proposal. 

“Look for the northern lights,” the fairy said. 

“What do you mean?” Brystal asked. 

“The lights will be my signal to you,” Madame Weatherberry said. “As 
long as there are northern lights in the sky, you’ll know I’m winning the 
fight. And the minute they disappear, it means the Snow Queen is coming 
back.” 

“All right,” Brystal said. “Pll watch the lights.” 

“Good,” the fairy said. “Now help me to the door in the corner. PH 
sneak out the servants’ corridor before the others find me.” 

Brystal helped Madame Weatherberry to her feet and escorted her to the 
door in the corner of the dining hall. Before the fairy left, she had one final 
thing to say. Madame Weatherberry grabbed Brystal’s hand and looked into 
her eyes with a grave expression. 

“Listen carefully, Brystal, because this is the most important lesson I 
will ever teach you,” she said. “Don’t make the same mistakes I made. No 
matter how cruel or unfair the world becomes, never forfeit your happiness. 
And no matter how poorly someone treats you, never let anyone’s hate rob 
you of compassion. The battle of good and evil isn’t fought on a battlefield 
—it begins in each and every one of us. Don’t let your anger choose sides 
for you.” 

As Madame Weatherberry slipped into the servants’ corridor, the 
classmates charged into the dining hall. They were panting and frantically 
looked around the room in fear, but they were relieved to see Brystal was 
safe. 

“Oh, thank God!” Lucy exclaimed. “I was afraid I’d have to perform the 
tambourine at your funeral!” 

“Tm fine,” Brystal said. “I’m glad you guys are, too.” 

“Where’s the Snow Queen?” Xanthous asked. 

“She surrendered and fled into the mountains,” Brystal said. 

The classmates were overjoyed to hear this and hugged one another in 
celebration, but Brystal looked to the floor, her face filled with sadness. 

“Brystal, what’s wrong?” Skylene asked. 


“This is wonderful news,” Tangerina said. “Isn’t it?” 

“Wait a second,” Emerelda said. “Where’s Madame Weatherberry? Did 
you find her?” 

Brystal lowered her head and burst into tears. It wasn’t until she was 
asked about Madame Weatherberry that the truth had finally caught up to 
her. 

“She’s gone,” Brystal cried. “She’s gone....” 





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
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DeEmanNDs 


A powerful and unexpected blizzard plowed through the Southern 


Kingdom for five days straight. Such a storm had never occurred in the 
kingdom before, and all the citizens were trapped inside their homes as they 
waited for the icy winds and endless snow to subside. Without any time to 
prepare for the catastrophic weather, the country’s people found themselves 
in the midst of a natural disaster. Property was severely damaged, farms lost 
nearly all of their crops and livestock, and soon families ran out of firewood 
and had to burn pieces of furniture to stay warm. 

As the Southern Kingdom endured its fifth day of the terrible blizzard, 
many began to fear the horrific storm would last forever. However, shortly 
before midnight, the wind began to die down, the snow started to disappear, 
and the clouds cleared from the sky. The weather went completely back to 
normal, as if nothing had ever happened. 

In the eastern countryside of Chariot Hills, the storm had been gone for 
less than an hour when Justice Evergreen received a mysterious knock on 
his front door. He answered the door in his pajamas and was surprised to 
see a royal carriage waiting for him outside. 

“What’s going on?” Justice Evergreen asked. 

“King Champion is holding an emergency meeting at the castle, sir,” the 
coachman said. “He’s asked for all High Justices and Justices to join him at 
once.” 

Without a doubt, Justice Evergreen knew the meeting was being called 
to discuss the recent storm. He quickly got dressed in his long black robe 
and tall square hat and climbed aboard the carriage. By the time he arrived 
at the castle, the King’s throne room was buzzing with High Justices and 
Justices alike. 

“How is the kingdom going to recover from this?” High Justice 
Mounteclair asked. “It’s going to take a massive amount of money to 
rebuild all the damage—and the treasury is low on funding as it is!” 

One by one, the other Justices gave Mounteclair their recommendations. 

“Perhaps we can ask the king to sell one of his summer palaces?” 


“No, His Majesty will never approve that,” Mounteclair said. 

“Perhaps we can start a war with the Eastern Kingdom and take their 
resources?” 

“No, it would take too long to stage a reason for war,” Mounteclair said. 

“Perhaps we can reduce our salaries until the kingdom is on the mend?” 

“Now that is out of the question!” Mounteclair said. “Come on, men! 
We have to come up with one decent suggestion before the king arrives!” 

The sinister Justice Oldragaid glared at his colleagues from a corner of 
the room. He scratched the stone wall with his long fingernails to get the 
men’s attention. The sound sent painful shivers through their bodies and all 
the Justices covered their ears. 

“Yes, Oldragaid?” Mounteclair asked. “What is your suggestion?” 

“I believe now is the best time to implement the poor tax I’ve been 
advocating,” Oldragaid said. 

Justice Evergreen scoffed loudly at his rival. 

“That’s the most absurd recommendation I’ve ever heard,” he said. “The 
poor have no money to collect as tax—that’s why they’re called the poor.” 

“Thank you, Justice Evergreen, but I know what poor means,” 
Oldragaid sneered. “But money isn’t the only way to fix this predicament. 
By introducing the poor tax, the poor throughout the Southern Kingdom 
would immediately be charged with tax evasion. However, instead of 
sentencing them to prison time, we’ll sentence them to community service, 
and we’ll have a force of free labor to restore the kingdom.” 

The Justices nodded as they considered the tax and then cheered for 
Oldragaid’s calculating proposition. 

“That’s a wonderful idea,” Mounteclair said. “Now how are we going to 
explain the blizzard to our people? They’ll want to know what caused the 
strange phenomenon.” 

“Perhaps we implore scientists to investigate the matter?” 

“No, the last thing government needs is more science,” Mounteclair 
said. 

“Perhaps we frame it as an act of God?” 

“Yes, that’s better,” Mounteclair said. “But why did God do it? Who 
should he be mad at this time?” 

“Perhaps God is mad at cat lovers?” 

“No, that won’t work because I have a cat,” Mounteclair said. 


“Perhaps God is mad at vegetarians?” 

“No, most of our cattle perished in the storm,” Mounteclair said. “We 
can’t have people fighting over food in the name of God—we tried that 
once and it led to complete chaos.” 

Once again, Justice Oldragaid scratched the stone wall with his long 
fingernails. 

“Oldragaid, just raise your hand if you have a suggestion!” Mounteclair 
reprimanded. 

“Noted for the future, sir,” Oldragaid said. “I was going to recommend 
we tell our kingdom that God is mad at poor people. If we amend the Book 
of Faith and make poverty a sin, we’ll save ourselves from any potential 
backlash for enforcing the poor tax.” 

“Another wonderful idea!” Mounteclair declared. “We’ll share your 
proposals with His Majesty as soon as he—” 

The doors leading to the sovereign’s private office swung open and King 
Champion joined the Justices in the throne room. The men bowed to the 
monarch as the king crossed the room and sat on his throne. The sovereign 
was instantly irritated by the Justices around him and he let out a 
disgruntled sigh. 

“Good morning, Your Majesty,” Mounteclair said. “Your timing is 
perfect, as usual. The other Justices and I have created a plan of action to 
address the recent—” 

“That won’t be necessary,” King Champion stated. “I’ve already made 
arrangements.” 

Nervous whispering broke out among the Justices—they didn’t like it 
when the king made decisions without them. 

“Sir, as the head of your Advisory Council, I must insist you share your 
arrangements with us before making them official,” Mounteclair said. 

“T didn’t call you here to insist anything—I called you here to listen,” 
King Champion stated. “There’s no easy way to start this discussion, so PH 
get right to the facts. For the last several months, the Northern Kingdom has 
been under attack by a very powerful witch known as the Snow Queen. To 
prevent global hysteria, King Nobleton kept the matter a secret. By the time 
he informed the other sovereigns about the Snow Queen, she had destroyed 
more than half of the Northern Kingdom, but Nobleton wasn’t honest with 
us about the extent of her destruction. He assured us he could handle the 


situation, so we did nothing and left it to him. Now Nobleton is dead and all 
but one village in the entire kingdom has been lost. This week, the Southern 
Kingdom almost suffered the same fate as the north, but fortunately for us, 
the Snow Queen was stopped before her blizzard obliterated us.” 

The news made all the Justices uneasy and they gazed at one another in 
fear. 

“Pardon me, sir,” Mounteclair said. “But are you saying a witch caused 
the blizzard?” 

“Oh good, you’re listening,” King Champion quipped. “Early last week, 
the Snow Queen’s destruction spread beyond the Northern Kingdom. Not 
only did the storm seep into our kingdom, but it stretched to all four corners 
of the continent.” 

“But what or who stopped her?” Mounteclair asked. 

King Champion glared at his advisers with a cocky grin. 

“Technically, I did,” he said. “Several months ago, I was paid a visit by a 
woman named Madame Weatherberry. She was starting an academy of 
magic and came to the castle, without warning, and asked for permission to 
recruit children from the Southern Kingdom. Naturally, I rejected her 
requests, but then Madame Weatherberry informed me about the 
seriousness of the Snow Queen’s power. She convinced me her future 
students could defeat the Snow Queen if the witch ever crossed into the 
Southern Kingdom. In a moment of what I now consider nothing short of 
utter brilliance, I decided to grant Madame Weatherberry the permission 
she sought. And it just so happens, those students were exactly who stopped 
the Snow Queen and saved us all from her icy wrath.” 

High Justice Mounteclair led the room into an enthusiastic round of 
applause for the king. The sovereign rolled his eyes and silenced the men 
with his hand. 

“Although the Snow Queen was stopped, the witch remains at large,” 
King Champion said. “Madame Weatherberry unfortunately passed away 
during the ordeal, but her students survived. They’ve agreed to restore our 
kingdom with magic and continue protecting us from the Snow Queen. 
However, in exchange for their services, the children had a few demands.” 

“Demands?” Mounteclair asked. “What sort of demands?” 

King Champion turned toward the doorway of his private office. 

“Come on out!” the king called. “The Justices have been prepared!” 


Suddenly, the room of older men in black robes parted as a group of 
very colorful children emerged from the office. Brystal, Lucy, Emerelda, 
Xanthous, Tangerina, and Skylene made their way through the room and 
stood at the king’s side. The Justices were outraged to see members of the 
magical community in a royal residence. They shouted profanities and 
insults at the children, but the classmates ignored the men’s outbursts and 
held their heads high. 

It was difficult for Brystal to stand in a room with so many men who had 
personally tried to oppress her, but she didn’t let an ounce of it show. On the 
contrary, Brystal made a point to look Justice Mounteclair, Justice 
Oldragaid, and Justice Evergreen directly in the eye so they knew she 
wasn’t afraid of them. She had changed so much since her father last saw 
her it took him a few moments to recognize his daughter. Despite all Justice 
Evergreen’s efforts, Brystal had become a calm, confident, and dignified 
young woman, and his mouth dropped open in shock. 

“Will the young lady please inform the Justices about the demands 
we’ ve been discussing?” King Champion asked. 

Brystal waved her wand and a long, golden scroll appeared in her hand. 
Inscribed on the document were the demands they had given the king. The 
classmates passed the scroll around and took turns reading their demands 
aloud. 

“Number one,” Brystal said. “‘Magic will be officially legalized in the 
Southern Kingdom. All prisoners who have been convicted of non- 
offensive magic, or who are waiting to stand trial for non-offensive magic, 
will be released from the prisons and workhouses across the kingdom. This 
also includes privately owned detention centers such as the Bootstrap 
Correctional Facility. The Southern Kingdom will create social programs to 
diminish the discrimination directed at magic; however, if anyone in the 
magical community would like to develop their abilities, you’ll invite them 
to join us at the Celeste Weatherberry Memorial Academy of Magic in the 
southeast In-Between. A knight named Horence will be waiting to safely 
escort them through the woods.’” 

““Number two,’” Emerelda read as she took the scroll from Brystal. 
“The In-Between will be divided into equally proportioned territories for 
the people and creatures living there. The west will be given to the dwarfs, 
the northwest will be given to the elves, the southwest will be given to the 
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ogres, the northeast will be given to the goblins, the southeast will be given 
to the magical community, and the rest will be given to the trolls. The 
Southern Kingdom will also send food, medical supplies, building 
equipment, and other provisions to those territories so they never fight over 
resources again.’” 

““Number three,” Xanthous read. ““The Southern Kingdom will 
establish education and employment equality. You will abolish the law 
prohibiting women from reading, joining libraries, or pursing any 
profession they desire. Boys and girls can attend any school they wish, 
including the University of Law and the Chariot Hills School for Future 
Wives and Mothers.’” 

“Number four,” Skylene read. “‘Starting today, the original Book of 
Faith will be the only Book of Faith that Southern Kingdom officials are 
allowed to reference. The High Justices will no longer make amendments or 
manipulate religion to serve their political agenda. Furthermore, attending 
services at the Chariot Hills Cathedral, or any other place of worship, is 
strictly optional and no longer a requirement.’” 

““Number five,” Tangerina read. “‘All banned books will be reprinted 
and made available to the public. You will also issue public apologies to the 
families of all the authors you “silenced” and you’ll make your citizens 
aware of the means and methods you used to find and terminate them.’” 

““Number six,” Lucy said. “‘All rules and restrictions related to 
creative freedom and artistic expression will be removed from the law. 
Also, the tambourine will be regarded as the official instrument of the 
Southern Kingdom and all citizens will be required to play it for a minimum 
of—’” 

Tangerina snatched the scroll out of Lucy’s hands before she went any 
further. 

“She’s making up that last part about the tambourine,” Tangerina told 
the men. “But the rest is in there.” 

Once the classmates finished reading the scroll of their demands, the 
throne room erupted with objections. The Justices screamed their 
disagreements and reservations until all the men turned bright red. 

“This is outrageous!” 

“They have no right to order us around!” 

“How dare these heathens demand anything!” 


“They belong in prison, not in a throne room!” 

“We will never take commands from the likes of them!” 

Brystal raised her hand toward the ceiling and a bright, thunderous blast 
erupted from the tip of her wand. All the Justices went silent and cowered 
away from her. 

“All of this is your fault!” Brystal shouted. “If you had created a world 
where everyone was treated equally, a world that valued people’s 
differences, and a world that recognized the potential in each citizen—we 
wouldn't be having this conversation! But you’ve spent your careers fueling 
the hate, the discrimination, and the oppression that gave birth to the Snow 
Queen! Her frost is on your hands! So if you expect us to clean up the mess 
you’ve made, then you will follow our demands—and if you don’t, then I 
suggest you all go coat shopping, gentlemen, because you’re in for a very, 
very long winter.” 

The Justices were left speechless by Brystal’s remarks. It was rare for 
anyone to give the men an ultimatum, but a young woman had never 
spoken to them like that before. Lucy tried to start a slow clap for her 
friend, but her classmates didn’t think it was an appropriate time. 

“Your Majesty, you can’t seriously be considering these demands?” 
Mounteclair asked. 

“Tve already agreed to them,” King Champion announced. 

“Without consulting us?” Mounteclair asked in shock. 

“Yes, Mounteclair, without you,” King Champion sneered. “As the 
current situation has proven, I tend to make my best decisions when the 
Justices aren’t around. King Warworth, Queen Endustria, and King White 
have already signed these demands into the laws of their kingdoms, and 
starting tomorrow, the Southern Kingdom will do the same.” 

“Who’s King White?” Oldragaid asked. 

“The newly appointed sovereign of the Northern Kingdom,” the king 
explained. 

“By whose authority?” Oldragaid pressed. 

“By our authority!” Lucy declared. “And would it kill you to take a bath 
and cut your dang nails? I thought you were a sloth until you opened your 
mouth!” 

Oldragaid crossed his arms and fumed in the corner. 

“And what are we supposed to call you?” Mounteclair asked the 


classmates. “Besides ‘the six bossiest children on the planet’?” 

Brystal and her friends stared at the men with blank expressions. They 
hadn’t decided on a name for themselves yet. Before they seemed 
unprepared, Brystal chose the first name that came to mind. 

“You can call us the Fairy Council,” she said. “And if you’ll excuse us, 
we have a kingdom to rebuild and a world to save.” 

Brystal triumphantly led her classmates through the throne room, and 
they headed for the door. As they went, Justice Evergreen followed his 
daughter and desperately tried to get her attention. 

“Brystal, wait!” Justice Evergreen called to her. “Brystal, slow down!” 

She had absolutely nothing to say to her father, so she ignored him and 
kept walking. Justice Evergreen was embarrassed to be so blatantly 
disrespected in front of his colleagues. He lost his temper and forcefully 
grabbed hold of his daughter’s arm. 

“Brystal Lynn Evergreen, you stop this instant!” he roared. “I will not 
be ignored by my own daughter!” 

Everyone in the throne room went still and silent—even King Champion 
grew tense on his throne. Justice Evergreen’s words got under Brystal’s 
skin. Her father had never claimed her as family before, but now that she 
had saved the world, he suddenly wanted everyone to know she was his 
daughter. She yanked her arm out of his grip, whipped around to face him, 
and raised her wand threateningly toward his throat. 

For the first time in his life, Justice Evergreen was afraid of his daughter, 
and he slowly backed away from her. 

“That is the last time you will ever lay hands on me,” Brystal said. “And 
don’t you dare address me as daughter. You’re no father of mine.” 





CHAPTER TWENty- Two 


—- 


‘THe TALE or Macic 


A stampede of unicorns raced through the In-Between with dozens and 


dozens of young women on their backs. The majestic steeds retrieved all the 
workers from the Bootstrap Correctional Facility and transported them to 
the Celeste Weatherberry Memorial Academy of Magic. The exhausted and 
emaciated girls were completely rejuvenated by the enchanted creatures 
beneath them. Many of them laughed and cheered for the first time in years 
—some for the first time in their lives—and they looked at the thick woods 
around them with wide eyes and excited grins. 

Within two hours of their departure, the unicorns were crossing through 
the hedge barrier and the young women laid eyes on the academy’s 
picturesque property for the very first time. They were absolutely 
astonished by all the colorful trees and flowers, the crystal-clear streams 
and lakes, the sparkling ocean on the horizon, and the soaring gryphons and 
fluttering pixies in the bright blue sky. The unicorns unloaded their 
passengers at the castle’s front steps, where Brystal, Lucy, Emerelda, 
Xanthous, Tangerina, Skylene, and Mrs. Vee were eagerly awaiting their 
new arrivals. 

“Pip!” Brystal exclaimed. 

She instantly spotted her small friend among the newcomers and ran 
down the front steps to give her a big welcoming hug. 

“Pm so happy to see you!” Brystal said. “I’ve thought about you every 
day since I left the facility! I hope you’re all right!” 

“I’m doing much better now that I’m here,” Pip said. 

“Did those awful Edgars treat you terribly when I left?” Brystal asked. 

“Nothing I wasn’t used to,” Pip said with a shrug. “You should have 
seen Mr. and Mrs. Edgar’s faces when they got the command to release us 
from the facility! They had just accepted an order from the Eastern 
Kingdom for five thousand pairs of boots! Now they have to make them all 
by themselves!” 

Brystal laughed. “I normally don’t find pleasure in someone else’s 
misfortune, but just this once, I think it’s okay to relish it,” she said. 


Pip stared up at the castle, mesmerized by its shimmering golden walls. 

“T can’t believe you did it,” she said. 

“Did what?” Brystal asked. 

“You found a house by the ocean!” Pip said. “It’s even better than the 
one we used to dream about!” 

“Tt’s a wonderful place to live,” Brystal said. “I think you’ll be very 
happy here.” 

“I already am,” Pip said. 

Once all the girls had climbed down from the unicorns, Brystal went to 
the top of the castle’s front steps to greet them. 

“Hello, everyone, and welcome to the Celeste Weatherberry Memorial 
Academy of Magic,” she said. “Allow me to introduce you to my friends, 
Mrs. Vee, Lucy Goose, Emerelda Stone, Xanthous Hayfield, Tangerina 
Turkin, and Skylene Lavenders.” 

“You may call me Madame Lavenders,” Skylene told the girls. 

“For those of you who don’t remember me from the Bootstrap 
Correctional Facility, my name is Brystal Evergreen,” she said. 

“Oh, we remember you!” said a girl. 

“How could we forget?” said another. 

“Well, Pm happy we’re all reunited,” Brystal said. “This academy was 
founded by our dearly departed mentor, Madame Weatherberry, and it’s 
thanks to her that we have a place to learn and grow. We’re going to honor 
Madame Weatherberry’s legacy by helping you improve and expand your 
magical abilities. And once you’ve mastered your skills, we’ll venture 
beyond the academy and use our magic to help and heal the people who 
need us.” 

“Over the next few weeks, we’ll be teaching you about the five 
categories of magic—Improvement, Manifestation, Rehabilitation, 
Imagination, and Protection,” Emerelda said. “But before we give you a 
tour of the castle or the grounds, we wanted to share a couple of rules we’ |l 
expect you to follow while staying at the academy.” 

“Rule number one,” Xanthous said. “Never leave the academy grounds 
without an instructor.” 

“Rule number two,” Tangerina said. “Always treat everyone with 
respect.” 

“Rule number three,” Skylene said. “Don’t be afraid to make mistakes— 


that is what learning is all about.” 

“And rule number four,” Lucy said. “Don’t do anything I would do.” 

After the rules were announced, a loud rumbling came from above and 
everyone gazed up at the castle. A large tower suddenly grew out of the 
third-floor corridor with enough bedrooms to accommodate all the young 
women joining the academy. 

“Looks like your rooms are ready,” Mrs. Vee said. “Before you get 
settled, you’re all going to follow me straight to the dining room for a 
much-needed meal. But let me warn you from personal experience, if 
anyone in the castle but me offers you food, run as fast as you can! HA- 
HA!” 

The bubbly housekeeper led the young women up the front steps and 
into their new home. Brystal, Lucy, Emerelda, Xanthous, Tangerina, and 
Skylene beamed with pride as they watched their new pupils enter the 
academy. 

“T can’t believe we have students!” Skylene said. 

“Me neither,” Lucy said. “Do you think we’re responsible enough for 
this? Maybe we should have started with a plant or a goldfish first.” 

“T think we’ll be fine,” Tangerina said. “I love telling people what to 
do.” 

“Wait a second,” Xanthous asked. “If we’re the teachers now, then I 
suppose we’re not classmates anymore? Are we?” 

“Nope, I believe this means we’ve officially graduated to being fairies,” 
Emerelda said. 

“We’re not just fairies,” Skylene teased. “We’re the Fairy Council, 
remember?” 

“It’s a shame Brystal didn’t come up with a better name,” Lucy said. “I 
have a feeling that one is going to stick around for a while.” 

The fairies shared a laugh with one another, but Brystal wasn’t paying 
attention. She was gazing across the property, watching the hedge barrier 
with disappointment. 

“Uh-oh,” Lucy said. “Brystal’s doing it again.” 

“Doing what?” she said. 

“Sadly looking off into the distance,” Xanthous said. “You do it all the 
time.” 

“I do?” Brystal asked. 


“Oh yeah,” Tangerina said. “And now we’re going to have to spend a 
minimum of five minutes convincing you to tell us what’s on your mind.” 

“Well, I just don’t want to—” 

“Trouble us with your concerns?” Emerelda asked. “We know. But the 
funny thing is, you trouble us more by keeping us in suspense.” 

“So just spit it out already,” Skylene said. 

Brystal blushed at the others’ playful comments and grinned against her 
will. 

“You know, having such close friends can be a real nuisance 
sometimes,” she said. “I was hoping more people would be here by now— 
that’s why I looked sad. Magic has been legalized for the first time in 
centuries—I thought people would be rushing to join the academy! But I 
suppose the magical community isn’t ready to come out of the shadows just 
yet.” 

“Everyone comes out in their own time,” Xanthous said. “We’ve just got 
to stay patient and positive, and keep letting them know we’ll be here when 
they’re ready.” 

Brystal nodded. “You’re right, Xanthous,” she said. “You’re absolutely 
right.” 

After the new students enjoyed a hearty meal in the dining room, the 
fairies helped the girls get situated in their bedrooms. Once everyone was 
settled, Brystal headed downstairs to continue watching the hedge barrier 
for any other guests who might be on their way. As she descended the 
floating staircase, the doors of Madame Weatherberry’s office caught the 
comer of her eye. 

Brystal had been avoiding the office since they returned to the academy. 
She wanted to believe Madame Weatherberry was still inside and she 
convinced herself a part of the fairy would always be there if they kept the 
doors shut. Brystal pictured the fairy sitting behind her desk, eagerly 
waiting for a troubled pupil to knock on her door and solicit her comforting 
words of wisdom. However, now that Madame Weatherberry was gone, the 
new students would be coming to Brystal for advice, and an empty office 
wasn’t going to do anyone any good. So she forced herself to push open the 
wooden doors and stepped inside. 

Everything in the office—the clouds drifting along the high ceiling, the 
bubbles floating out from the fireplace, the shelves of spell books, the 


cabinets of potions, the glass furniture—was exactly as Madame 
Weatherberry had left it. The only difference was the missing piece of the 
Map of Magic that Brystal had cut out. She waved her wand, and the 
missing chunk of the Northern Kingdom reappeared. Just as they planned, 
Madame Weatherberry had found someplace so secluded in the Northern 
Mountains that not a trace of her appeared on the map. 

Brystal pointed her wand to the corner of the office, and a large globe 
appeared. However, unlike a regular globe, Brystal’s globe showed her what 
the planet looked like from space. She spun the globe to inspect the 
Northern Kingdom and was pleased to see a small patch of northern lights 
glimmering through the Northern Mountains. 

“Hello, Madame Weatherberry,” Brystal whispered to the globe. “I hope 
you’re well.” 

Brystal crossed to the window and checked the hedge barrier in the 
distance, but there still wasn’t any sign of anyone from the magical 
community. She let out a long sigh and sat down behind Madame 
Weatherberry’s glass desk. It was a subconscious decision to sit in her 
teacher’s former seat, but once she realized where she had placed herself, 
Brystal quickly leaped to her feet—she wasn’t ready for the significance of 
that just yet. 

“I guess this is your office now, huh?” 

The unexpected voice startled Brystal. She looked across the office and 
saw Lucy standing in the doorway. 

“T guess it is,” Brystal said. “The castle still feels so weird without her, 
doesn’t it? I wonder if it’ll always feel like something is missing.” 

“Probably,” Lucy said. “Luckily for us, Madame Weatherberry cast 
herself a wonderful understudy before she left.” 

“Thanks,” Brystal said. “I hope I can live up to the task.” 

“Don’t worry, I’ve got enough faith in you for the both of us,” Lucy 
said. 

She and Brystal exchanged a sweet smile, and for a split second, Lucy 
made Brystal feel like she belonged behind Madame Weatherberry’s desk. 
Lucy, on the other hand, had no problem sitting in their teacher’s seat. She 
made herself comfortable in the glass chair and kicked her feet up onto the 
desk. 

“Everything is going to be different for you now,” Lucy said. 


“Personally, I think I’m going to enjoy being best friends with the most 
powerful person in the world. Every world leader needs at least one 
controversial friend—I can keep the public distracted if you’re ever facing a 
scandal.” 

“Oh, please,” Brystal said. “I’m not the most powerful person in the 
world.” 

“Of course you are,” Lucy said. “Did you hear yourself bossing those 
Justices around? You’ve got them and the sovereigns in the palm of your 
hand! They’re so afraid of the Snow Queen, they’re going to do anything 
you tell them to.” 

“Oh my gosh—you’re right,” Brystal said in disbelief. “In just a couple 
of months, I’ve gone from a schoolgirl to leader of the free world! How did 
that happen?” 

“Tt’s one heck of a political climb,” Lucy said. “What are we going to 
call you now that you’re so powerful? If you ask me, there’s no point in 
having power unless it comes with a fancy title. How about Commander of 
Magic? No, that sounds like a romance novel. Chancellor of Fairies? No, 
that’s the name of a terrible one-man show I saw once. The Fairy Empress? 
No, that sounds like a perfume. Fairy Overlord? No, too pompous. Oh, I 
know! What about the Fairy Godmother? To me it says Yes, I’m a nice 
person, but I also mean business.” 

“I am not ready for a title,” Brystal said. “I still can’t believe Pm in 
charge of the academy. I’m going to need a few days before I can accept 
that I’m also the—” 

Brystal went quiet before she finished her sentence. She suddenly 
realized she was much more prepared for the unexpected position than she 
had thought. 

“Actually, maybe I did know this day was coming,” she thought out 
loud. “Despite all those years when I was told I didn’t matter, and despite 
all the people who told me I’d never amount to anything, I always knew I 
was destined for a great purpose. It makes no sense why a girl living in the 
Southern Kingdom would believe such things—at the time, we were only 
allowed to be wives and mothers—but if it hadn’t been for those 
encouraging little voices inside me, I may never have made it this far. In a 
way, I feel like everything in my life has been preparing me for this 
moment. Perhaps that’s been my specialty all along—the faith I had in 


myself?” 

“Nah, that just sounds like narcissism,” Lucy said. “I figured out your 
specialty a long time ago—I’m surprised you still haven’t.” 

“Well?” she asked. “What is it?” 

“Think about all those times you put others before yourself,” Lucy said. 
“You helped your brother study for an examination you weren’t even 
allowed to take. You took the fall for Pip when she got caught borrowing 
blankets in the facility. You spent your first night in the academy reading 
The Tales of Tidbit Twitch to the others so they wouldn’t be frightened of a 
thunderstorm. You baked me a whole cake from scratch just so I’d feel 
welcome here. And then when I ran away, you went into a dangerous forest 
to find me! Even now, instead of letting your newfound power corrupt you, 
you’re focusing all your efforts on making the world a better place. 
Obviously, you have a specialty for compassion.” 

Brystal was touched by Lucy’s words. 

“Do you really think I have a specialty for compassion?” she asked. 
“You’re not just sucking up to me because I’m the Fairy Godsomething-or- 
other now, are you?” 

“Nope, I mean it,” Lucy said with a confident nod. “Otherwise, it would 
just be weird how much you care about helping other people.” 

Just then, the wooden doors swung open and Emerelda, Xanthous, 
Tangerina, and Skylene charged into the office. The young fairies’ cheeks 
were bright red and they were all panting as if they had been running. 

“Oh, there you are!” Emerelda said. “We’ve been looking all over the 
castle for you!” 

“Brystal, you should come outside!” Xanthous said. “Like, now!” 

“Why? What’s wrong?” she asked. “Are the students okay?” 

“The students are fine,” Tangerina said. “People from the magical 
community have started showing up!” 

“That’s wonderful!” Brystal exclaimed. “How many have joined us so 
far? A dozen? Ten? At least five?” 

“Umm,” Skylene said with difficulty. “I’m not the best with numbers, 
but I’d say it’s more like... all of them.” 

Brystal thought her friends were playing a practical joke on her, but the 
look in their overwhelmed eyes didn’t waver. She turned to the enlarged 
Map of Magic above the fireplace and was stunned to see that the majority 


of the stars were moving through the southeast In-Between toward the 
academy. Brystal ran to the window, looked toward the hedge barrier in the 
distance, and gasped at what she saw. 

At the edge of the property, Horence and his three-headed horse had 
crossed through the barrier and were followed by a line of hundreds and 
hundreds of people. The line kept coming and coming until there were 
almost a thousand members of the magical community inside the academy 
grounds. 

The travelers were both young and old; some traveled in groups or with 
families, while others traveled completely alone. They had clearly 
journeyed from places near and far. Most had recently been released from 
prisons, while others had spent their entire lives on the run or in hiding. 
Regardless of their differences, each and every person wore the same 
expression of sheer amazement as they gazed around the property, and not 
just because of the vibrant plants and enchanted animals. For the first time 
in their lives, the magical community was laying eyes on a place where they 
would be safe from persecution, a place where they could be themselves 
without discrimination, and most important, a place that they could finally 
call home. 

“We’re going to need a much bigger castle,” Brystal said. 

“And name tags,” Lucy said. “Lots and lots of name tags.” 

Without wasting another second, Brystal, Lucy, Emerelda, Xanthous, 
Tangerina, and Skylene hurried out of the office, ran down the floating 
Staircase, and emerged on the castle’s front steps to greet the newcomers. 
The travelers gathered around the castle and looked up to the fairies for 
guidance. 

“Pssst, Brystal!” Lucy whispered. “Say something.” 

“What should I say?” she whispered back. 

“I don't know,” Lucy said. “Something inspirational like you always 
do.” 

Brystal’s friends nudged her forward and she nervously waved to the 
large crowd. As she looked into all the hopeful but weary eyes of the 
magical community, Brystal was reminded of her final moments with 
Madame Weatherberry, and she knew exactly what she wanted to say. 

“Hello, everyone,” she said. “I can only imagine what you’ve all been 
through to get here—both in life and on the road. This historic day is 


possible thanks to a long history of brave men and women making 
tremendous sacrifices. And although the fight for acceptance and freedom 
may seem like it’s over, our work isn’t finished. The world will never be a 
better place for us until we make it a better place for all. And no matter 
what challenges await us, no matter whose favor we’ve yet to earn, we 
cannot allow anyone’s hate to rob us of our compassion or dampen our 
ambition along the way. 

“The truth is,” Brystal continued, “there will always be a fight, there will 
always be bridges to cross and stones to turn, but we must never forfeit our 
joy to the times we live in. When we surrender our ability to be happy, we 
become as flawed as the battles we face. And too many lives have already 
been lost for us to lose sight of what we’re fighting for now. So let’s honor 
the people who gave their lives for this moment to happen—let’s cherish 
their memory by living each and every day as freely, as proudly, and as 
joyfully as they would have wanted us to. Together, let’s begin a new 
chapter for our community, so when they tell our story years in the future, 
the tale of magic has a happy and prosperous ending.” 
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PROLOGUE 


A RIGHTEOUS RETURN 


k began in the dead of night while the world was asleep. As soon as all the 


streetlamps faded and the lanterns dimmed throughout the Southern 
Kingdom, hundreds of men across the country—333 to be exact—suddenly 
emerged from their homes at precisely the same moment. 

The peculiar activity hadn’t been planned or rehearsed. The men never 
discussed it with one another or even knew the identities of their fellow 
participants. They were from different villages, different families, and 
different backgrounds, but the men were secretly united by one malevolent 
cause. And tonight, after a long hiatus, that cause had finally called them 
into action. 

Each man stepped into the night wearing a pristine silver robe that 
practically glowed in the moonlight. Matching silver masks with two slits 
were draped over their heads to shield everything but their eyes, and the 
face of a ferocious white wolf was proudly displayed across each of their 
chests. The ominous uniforms made the men seem more ghostlike than 
human, and in many ways, they were ghosts. 

After all, it had been centuries since the Righteous Brotherhood’s last 
appearance. 

The men left their homes and journeyed into the darkness, all heading 
for the same location. They traveled entirely on foot and walked so softly 
their footsteps didn’t make a single sound. When their towns and villages 
were far behind them, and they were certain they hadn’t been followed, the 
men lit torches to illuminate the road ahead. But they weren’t on the paved 
roads for very long. Their destination was far beyond any beaten path, and 


it wasn’t on any surviving maps. 

The Brotherhood hiked over grassy hills, stomped through muddy fields, 
and splashed across shallow streams as they trekked through uncharted 
territory. They had never been to their destination or seen it with their own 
eyes, but the directions were so ingrained in them that every tree and 
boulder they passed felt as familiar as a memory. 

Some men traveled greater distances than others, some moved faster or 
more slowly, but at two hours past midnight, the first of the 333 travelers 
started to arrive. And the site was exactly as they had expected. 

At the southernmost point of the Southern Kingdom, at the base of a 
rocky mountain bordering the South Sea, were the ancient ruins of a long- 
forgotten fortress. From afar, the fortress looked like the carcass of an 
enormous creature that had washed ashore. It had jagged stone walls that 
were horribly cracked and chipped. Five crumbling towers stretched into 
the sky like the fingers of a skeletal hand, and sharp rocks hung over the 
drawbridge like teeth in a giant mouth. 

The fortress hadn’t been occupied by a single soul in over six hundred 
years—even the seagulls avoided it as they hovered in the night breeze— 
but regardless of its eerie appearance, the fortress was sacred to the 
Righteous Brotherhood. It was the birthplace of their clan, a temple of their 
beliefs, and it had served as their headquarters during the days when they 
imposed their Righteous Philosophy upon the kingdom. 

There had come a time when the Brotherhood was so effective at 
enforcing the Righteous Philosophy that such a base of operations was no 
longer needed. So the Brotherhood boarded up their beloved fortress, hung 
up their uniforms, and retreated from sight. Over time, their existence 
became merely a rumor, the rumor became a myth, and the myth was nearly 
forgotten. For centuries, generation after generation of the Brotherhood sat 
quietly on the sidelines and relished the profound ways their ancestors had 
shaped the Southern Kingdom—and, by extension, the rest of the world. 

But the world was changing. And the Brotherhood’s time of silence was 
over. 

Earlier that day, a series of silver flags with the images of white wolves 
were placed throughout the towns and villages in the Southern Kingdom. 
The flags were subtle and hardly noticed by most citizens, but to these 333 
men, the flags conveyed an unmistakable message: It was time for the 


Righteous Brotherhood to return. And so, later that night, once their wives 
and children were asleep, the men quietly retrieved their uniforms from 
their hiding places, wrapped the silver robes around their bodies, draped the 
silver masks over their faces, and promptly left their homes for the fortress 
in the south. 

The first arrivals took position on the drawbridge and guarded the 
entrance. As the other clansmen trickled in, they lined up one by one and 
recited an ancient passphrase before entering: 

“Nothing can flee the three thirty-three.” 

Once they were permitted inside, the Brotherhood gathered in a vast 
courtyard at the heart of the fortress. The men stood in complete silence as 
they waited for the rest of the clan to arrive. They watched one another with 
extreme curiosity—none of them had ever seen a fellow clansman before. 
The men wondered if they recognized any of the eyes peering through the 
masks surrounding them, but they didn’t dare ask. The first rule of the 
Righteous Brotherhood was to never disclose your identity, especially not to 
one another. As they saw it, the key to a successful secret society was 
keeping everyone a secret. 

At five hours past midnight, all 333 members were finally present. A 
silver flag bearing the image of a white wolf was hoisted above the tallest 
tower to mark the Brotherhood’s official return. Once the flag was raised, 
the High Commander of the clan revealed himself by placing a crown of 
sharp metal spikes on his head. The men bowed to their superior as he 
climbed to the top of a stone platform, where all 332 pairs of eyes could see 
him. 

“Welcome, brothers,” the High Commander said with open arms. “’Tis a 
glorious sight to see all of you gathered here tonight. Such a meeting has 
not been held in over six hundred years, and our forefathers would be 
triumphant to know the Brotherhood has survived the test of time. For 
generations, the principles and responsibilities of this Brotherhood have 
been passed down from father to eldest son in three hundred and thirty- 
three of the Southern Kingdom’s finest families. And on our fathers’ 
deathbeds, we each swore an oath to devote our entire existence—this 
lifetime, and whatever lies beyond it—to protecting and upholding our 
Righteous Philosophy.” 

The High Commander gestured a hand to the Brotherhood, and they 


passionately recited the Righteous Philosophy in perfect unison: 

“Mankind was meant to rule, and men to rule mankind.” 

“Indeed,” the High Commander said. “Our philosophy is not just an 
opinion, it is the natural order. Mankind is the strongest and wisest species 
to ever grace this planet. We were meant to dominate, and our dominance is 
the key to survival itself. Without men like us, civilization would collapse 
and the world would return to the chaos of primitive times. 

“For thousands of years, this Brotherhood has battled the dark and 
unnatural forces that threaten the natural order, and our ancestors have 
worked tirelessly to ensure mankind’s rightful supremacy. They destabilized 
the communities of trolls, goblins, elves, dwarfs, and ogres so that the 
talking creatures could never organize an attack against us. They deprived 
women of education and opportunity to prevent the weaker sex from rising 
to power. And most important of all, our ancestors were the first to wage 
war against the blasphemy of magic and send its wicked practitioners into 
oblivion.” 

The clansmen raised their torches high above their heads and cheered for 
their ancestors’ heroic deeds. 

“Six centuries ago, this Brotherhood accomplished its greatest feat yet,” 
the High Commander continued. “Our ancestors carried out a meticulous 
plan to put King Champion I on the throne of the Southern Kingdom. And 
then they surrounded the young king with an advisory council of High 
Justices, who were under the Brotherhood’s control. Soon the Righteous 
Philosophy became the foundation of the mightiest kingdom on earth. The 
talking creatures were ostracized and stripped of rights, women were legally 
banned from reading books, and magic became a criminal offense 
punishable by death. For six hundred magnificent years, mankind ruled 
without opposition. With the Righteous Philosophy safely secured, our 
Brotherhood slowly faded into the shadows and enjoyed a prolonged period 
of rest. 

“But nothing lasts forever. The Brotherhood has been reassembled 
tonight because a new threat has emerged that was unimaginable until now. 
And we must eliminate it immediately.” 

The High Commander snapped his fingers, and two clansmen hurried 
out of the courtyard. They returned a moment later carrying a large painting 
and set it on the stone platform beside their superior. The painting was a 


portrait of a beautiful young woman with bright blue eyes and light brown 
hair. She wore sparkling clothes, and white flowers adorned her long braid. 
Although she had a kind smile that could warm the coldest of hearts, 
something about the young woman made the Brotherhood uneasy. 

“But it’s just a girl,’ said a man in the back. “What’s so threatening 
about that?” 

“That’s not just any girl,” said a man in the front. “It’s her—isn’t it? The 
one that people are calling the Fairy Godmother!” 

“Make no mistake, my brothers, this young woman is dangerous,” the 
High Commander warned. “Underneath the flowers and the cheerful grin 
lies the greatest threat the Righteous Brotherhood has ever encountered. As 
we speak, this monster—this girl—is destroying everything our ancestors 
created!” 

A nervous murmuring swept through the courtyard, prompting another 
man to step forward and address the anxious clan. 

“I’ve learned a great deal about this Fairy Godmother,” he announced. 
“Her real name is Brystal Evergreen, and she’s a criminal from Chariot 
Hills! Last year she was arrested for female literacy and conjuring magic! 
She should have been executed for her crimes, but Brystal Evergreen was 
spared because of her father, Justice Evergreen. The Justice used his 
connections to lessen her punishment, and instead of death, she was 
sentenced to hard labor at the Bootstrap Correctional Facility for Troubled 
Young Women. But Brystal Evergreen was only there for a couple of weeks 
before she escaped! She fled to the southeast In-Between and joined a 
devilish coven of fairies! She’s lived there ever since, developing her sinful 
abilities with other heathens like her.” 

“Pd say her abilities are more than developed now,” the High 
Commander chimed in. “Recently, Brystal Evergreen bewitched King 
Champion XIV into amending the laws of the Southern Kingdom! The In- 
Between was divided into territories so the talking creatures and the fairies 
would have proper homes! Women were granted permission to read and 
seek higher education! But worst of all, Brystal Evergreen orchestrated the 
worldwide legalization of magic! Virtually overnight, every trace of the 
Righteous Philosophy was stripped from the Southern Kingdom’s 
constitution! 

“But Brystal Evergreen’s reign of terror doesn’t end there, my brothers. 


She has since opened an atrocious school of magic in the Fairy Territory 
and invited all members of the magical community to move there and 
develop their own unnatural abilities. When she’s not teaching, Brystal 
Evergreen travels across the kingdoms with a crew of colorful degenerates 
known as the Fairy Council. They’ve captured the world’s attention and 
affection, claiming to ‘help’ and ‘heal’ those in need, but our Brotherhood 
will not be fooled. The magical community’s objective is the same today as 
it was six hundred years ago: to brainwash the world with sorcery and 
enslave the human race.” 

The Brotherhood roared so loudly the ancient fortress shook. 

“High Commander, I fear we’re too late,” said a man in the crowd. 
“Since the Fairy Council appeared, the public has grown fond of magic. 
I’ve overheard people discussing the surprising benefits the legalization has 
caused. Apparently, illnesses and diseases are on the decline, thanks to the 
new potions and elixirs that are sold in apothecaries. They say agriculture is 
thriving, thanks to the spells protecting crops from frost and insects. And 
people are even crediting our growing economy to the popularity of 
enchanted products. Every man wants a self-driving carriage, every woman 
wants a self-sweeping broom, and every child wants a self-swinging swing 
set.” 

“Public opinion is starting to shift about the other amendments, too,” 
said another man in the crowd. “In fact, most of the Southern Kingdom 
actually likes the changes King Champion has made to the constitution. 
They say allowing women to read and pursue education has elevated 
discussions in our schools, causing students of all genders to think outside 
the box. They say splitting the In-Between into territories has made the 
talking creatures more civilized, and now travel and trade between 
kingdoms is much safer than before. All in all, the people believe the 
legalization of magic has sparked a new age of prosperity, and they wonder 
why it didn’t happen sooner.” 

“Their prosperity is a facade!” the High Commander shouted. “A 
hydrangea may be beautiful, its scent may be pleasurable, but it is still 
poisonous when ingested! If we don’t restore the Righteous Philosophy, our 
world will begin to rot from the inside out! Too much diplomacy will make 
us weak, too much equality will kill initiative, and too much magic will 
make us lazy and incompetent. The magical community will dominate us, 
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the natural order will crumble, and absolute pandemonium will ensue 

“But how do we restore the Righteous Philosophy?” a clansman asked. 
“King Champion is under Brystal Evergreen’s influence—and we need the 
king to amend the law!” 

“Not necessarily,” the High Commander scoffed. “We need a king, not 
the king.” 

From the new creases in his mask, the Brotherhood could tell their 
superior was smiling. 

“And now for the good news,” the High Commander said. “King 
Champion XIV is eighty-eight years old, and it won’t be long until a new 
king sits on the throne of the Southern Kingdom. And as fate would have it, 
the next king is very sympathetic to our cause. He respects the natural order, 
he believes in the Righteous Philosophy, and like us, he has not been fooled 
by the Fairy Council’s displays of compassion. The next king has agreed to 
abolish King Champion’s amendments on one condition: that we appoint 
him as the new leader of our Brotherhood and serve him as a Righteous 
King.” 

The clansmen couldn’t contain their excitement. Until now, they could 
never have imagined a world in which the sovereign of the Righteous 
Brotherhood and the sovereign of the Southern Kingdom would be one and 
the same. If they proceeded wisely, such an outcome could solidify the 
Righteous Philosophy for generations to come. 

“What about the magical community?” a clansman asked. “They’re 
more powerful and popular than ever before. Surely they’ll revolt against 
the new king or bewitch him just as easily as the old king.” 

“Then we must terminate them before the next king takes the throne,” 
the High Commander said. 

“But how?” the clansman asked. 

“The same way our Brotherhood nearly obliterated the magical 
community six hundred years ago. And believe me, brothers, our ancestors 
were armed with much more than a philosophy.” 

The High Commander climbed down from the stone platform and then 
hoisted the platform up like a gigantic hatch. To the Brotherhood’s surprise, 
what he exposed was a massive arsenal of cannons, swords, crossbows, 
spears, and chains. There were enough weapons to mobilize an army of a 
thousand men, but these weapons were unlike any the clansmen had ever 


seen. Instead of being made from iron or steel, all the blades, arrowheads, 
chains, and cannonballs were made from a red stone that glowed and 
flickered, as if fire were trapped inside. The crimson light flooded the 
colorless courtyard and mesmerized the clansmen. 

“Tt’s time for the Righteous Brotherhood to come out of the shadows!” 
the High Commander declared. “We must honor the oath we made to our 
fathers and strike before our enemies have a chance to prepare. Together, 
with our new Righteous King, we will preserve the natural order, restore 
our Righteous Philosophy, and exterminate the magical community once 
and for all!” 

The High Commander removed a loaded crossbow from the arsenal and 
fired three arrows at the portrait of Brystal Evergreen—one into her head 
and two into her heart. 

“And just like any colony of pests, first we must kill its queen.” 





CHAPTER ONE 


DAM DAMAGE 


Besides a successful logging industry—and a handful of royal scandals— 


the Western Kingdom was best known for the iconic Western Dam in the 
capital city of Fort Longsworth. The landmark was over a thousand feet tall 
and made from over five million stone blocks, and it protected Fort 
Longsworth from being flooded by the Great Western Lake. 

The dam was two centuries old and had taken seventy years to build, 
and when the construction was finally finished in the summer of 452, a 
national holiday was created to celebrate the historic achievement. 

Dam Day was beloved by all the citizens in the Western Kingdom and a 
highlight of their year. People were given the day off from work, children 
were given the day off from school, and they all gathered together to play 
games, eat food, and raise a glass to the dam towering over the capital city. 

Unfortunately, this year’s Dam Day was expected to be a 
disappointment. After a series of unexpected earthquakes, the ground 
beneath the Western Dam had shifted and caused a large crack to spread 
across the structure. Water sprayed through the narrow opening and misted 
Fort Longsworth like a constant rain. The damage only worsened as time 
went on—the crack grew longer and wider, so water drenched the city more 
and more each day. 

Immediate maintenance was required, but the kingdom’s frugal 
sovereign, King Warworth, was reluctant to give the orders. Besides being a 
costly and timely endeavor, the repair would be a dangerous task, and the 
entire city of Fort Longsworth would have to be evacuated in the process. 
The king spent many sleepless nights scratching his bald head and twirling 


his bushy mustache, trying to think of an alternative solution. 

Luckily for him (and his very, very wet citizens), new resources were at 
his disposal, and using them would cost him only a little of his pride. At 
first, the king rejected the idea, but as he watched the endless mist turn Fort 
Longworth’s streets into small rivers, he realized he didn’t have a choice. 
So King Warworth requested his finest parchment and his finest quill and 
wrote a letter asking for the one thing he hated asking for the most—help: 


Dear Fairy Godmother, 


Last year, you earned the world’s gratitude after your 
courageous deeds in the Northern Kingdom. I, along with my 
subjects, can never thank you enough for sending the terrible Snow 
Queen into seclusion and saving the planet from the Great Blizzard 
of 651. Since then, you have continued to fascinate and inspire the 
world with profound acts of generosity. From building orphanages 
and shelters to feeding the hungry and healing the sick, you and the 
Fairy Council have touched our hearts with your compassion and 
charity. 

Today, I write to you with hopes that you’ll consider sharing 
that compassion with the Western Kingdom. Recently, the Western 
Dam in Fort Longsworth suffered damages that must be addressed 
immediately. A traditional repair would take the better half of a 
decade and force thousands of citizens out of their homes. However, 
if you were willing to provide us with a magical remedy, my people 
would be spared from such grievances. If such a gesture is possible, 
the fairies would earn the Western Kingdom’s eternal appreciation 
and give us more reason to celebrate on our beloved Dam Day. 

It is no secret that the Western Kingdom, like our neighboring 
nations, has had a complicated history with the magical community. 
We cannot erase the discrimination and injustices of the past, but 
with your kindness, we could mark a new beginning for Western 
relations with magic. 

I pray you’ ll forgive us and help us in our hour of need. 


With humility, 


His Excellency, 
King Warworth of the Western Kingdom 


The king was exhausted after all the groveling. He carefully folded the 
letter, stamped it with his official seal, and gave it to his fastest messenger. 

The following morning, the messenger arrived at the border of the Fairy 
Territory, but he couldn’t find a way inside. An enormous hedge grew along 
the perimeter and protected the territory like a leafy wall. The hedge was 
too tall to climb and too thick to crawl through, so the messenger searched 
the border and eventually found an entrance. 

He was surprised to find a large group of other messengers lined up at 
the entrance, and judging by their elegant wardrobes, they were all 
delivering messages from prominent households. Even more surprising, the 
entrance was guarded by a terrifying knight who sat atop a massive three- 
headed horse. The knight was twice the size of a regular man, and antlers 
grew out of his helmet. Although the knight watched the messengers in 
complete silence, he didn’t have to say anything to make one thing perfectly 
clear—nothing was getting past him. 

Two mail bins were on the ground in front of the knight, one labeled 
REQUESTS and the other PRAISE. One at a time, the fearful messengers 
approached the knight, placed their messages into the appropriate box, and 
then hurried away as fast as they could. King Warworth’s messenger waited 
for his turn and, with a trembling hand, dropped the king’s letter into the 
box marked REQUESTS, then he raced back to the Western Kingdom. 

Just a few hours after his letter was delivered, King Warworth received a 
response. While the king was enjoying dinner in the Western Castle, a 
unicorn suddenly burst into the dining room with a golden envelope in its 
mouth. The magical steed was followed by two dozen guards who had 
failed to stop it from entering the castle. The guards chased the unicorn in 
circles around the dining room, and on their fifth lap around the table, the 
unicorn dropped the golden envelope in the king’s bowl of soup. 

The unicorn left the dining room just as quickly as it had arrived. As the 
guards hurried after the beast, King Warworth dried the envelope with his 


napkin, opened it with his butter knife, and read the message inside: 


Dear King Warworth, 


I passed your request on to the Fairy Godmother, and she sends 
her deepest sympathies for your dam troubles. She, along with myself 
and the rest of the Fairy Council, has agreed to help you. We will 
arrive in Fort Longsworth at noon on Dam Day to fix the damage. 

Please let us know of any changes, conflicts, or additional 
information prior to our visit. Thank you and have a magical day. 


Sincerely, 


Emerelda Stone, 
Director of Correspondence to the Fairy 
Godmother 


PS—We apologize for meeting you on your national holiday. The 
Fairy Council is very busy with requests at the moment. 


King Warworth was overjoyed by the good news and saw it as a 
personal victory. He decided to make the Fairy Council’s visit a momentous 
occasion and ordered his staff to spread word of their upcoming 
engagement. Soggy banners were flown and damp flags were raised across 
the moist capital. A row of risers was placed at the foot of the Western 
Dam, and a stage was built so the king could present the council with a 
token of his appreciation afterward. 

Such arrangements hadn’t been made since King Warworth’s coronation 
—but public interest in the Fairy Council was gravely underestimated. 

On the eve of Dam Day, hundreds of thousands of citizens from all 
comers of the kingdom traveled to Fort Longsworth. By dawn, the risers 
were overflowing, and crowds formed in every part of the city with a view 
of the dam. Families stood on the roofs of their homes, shopkeepers stood 
on the roofs of their shops, and monks straddled the spires of their churches 
for a glimpse of the festivities. The spewing dam soaked all the spectators 


throughout the city; they shivered in the morning air, but their hearts were 
kept warm by the promise of magic. 

The Western Kingdom had never hosted such a tremendous celebration. 
It was being called “the event of the decade,” “a celebration of the century,” 
and “a Dam Day for the history books.” 

But even with those expectations, no one could have predicted just how 
memorable the day would be.... 
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On the morning of Dam Day, Fort Longsworth was so busy it took King 
Warworth three hours to travel the short distance between the Western 
Castle and the Western Dam. His carriage squeezed through the crowded 
streets and arrived at the dam with only minutes to spare. Once the king was 
seated in a private section of the risers, an energetic presenter took to the 
stage and greeted the hundreds of thousands of people surrounding the 
landmark. 

“Hellooooooo, Western Kingdom!” he called out. “It is my great honor 
to welcome you to what will surely be remembered as the best Dam Day of 
our lifetime!” 

The presenter’s boisterous voice echoed through the congested city, and 
all the citizens cheered. Their enthusiastic roar was so strong it almost 
knocked the presenter off his feet. 

“In just a few minutes, the Fairy Council will arrive in Fort Longsworth 
to repair the damages on the Western Dam. Such an endeavor would 
normally take several years to complete, but with the help of a little magic, 
the dam will be fixed instantaneously before our eyes! Of course, none of 
this would be happening without the swift negotiations led by our bold and 
brilliant King Warworth—go ahead, Your Excellency, give the crowd a 
wave!” 

The sovereign stood and waved to his adoring citizens. Their polite 
praise eventually died down, but King Warworth remained on his feet, 
basking in his own glory. 

“Now prepare yourselves,” the presenter went on. “At any moment, 
you’ll be treated to a spectacle that’s guaranteed to stimulate all your 


senses! But how will the Fairy Council repair the Western Dam, you ask? 
Perhaps they’ll mend it with the fire of a thousand torches! Perhaps they’ll 
seal it with a sheet of glittering diamonds! Or perhaps they’ll stitch it 
together with strands of invincible ivy! We won’t know until it happens! 
But punctuality must be part of their process, because here they come now!” 

In the distance, traveling above the surface of the Great Western Lake, 
were six colorful young people who approached the city like a moving 
rainbow. 

The group was led by an eleven-year-old girl with a beehive of bright 
orange hair and a dress made from dripping patches of honeycomb. She was 
carried through the air by a swarm of live bumblebees. The swarm dropped 
her off on top of the Western Dam and then took refuge inside her hair. She 
was followed by another eleven-year-old girl, who surfed across the Great 
Western Lake on a lone wave. The surfer wore a sapphire bathing suit, and 
instead of hair, a stream of water flowed down her body and evaporated at 
her feet. As her wave reached the edge of the dam, the surfer hopped out of 
the lake and landed beside the girl in the honeycomb dress. 

“One is sassy with a stinger, and the other is the only person wetter than 
Fort Longsworth—please put your hands together for Tangerina Turkin and 
Skylene Lavenders!” the presenter said. 

All of Fort Longsworth burst into applause for the first members of the 
Fairy Council. 

Tangerina and Skylene couldn’t believe their eyes—they had never seen 
such a massive gathering. 

“Ts there some sort of sale happening?” Skylene asked her friend. 

“No, I think they’re here to see us,” Tangerina said. 

The crowds cheered even louder as the next two members of the Fairy 
Council arrived. A thirteen-year-old girl with beautiful brown skin and 
curly black hair sailed across the Great Western Lake in a bejeweled 
sailboat. She wore a robe made from beaded emeralds, diamond-studded 
sandals, and a shimmering tiara. The girl docked her sailboat at the edge of 
the lake and joined Tangerina and Skylene on top of the Western Dam. She 
was followed by a twelve-year-old boy who shot through the sky like a 
rocket. The boy wore a shiny gold suit, flames covered his head and 
shoulders, and he was propelled through the air by two fiery blasts 
expelling from his feet. The blasts faded as he reached the Western Dam 


and landed beside the girl covered in emeralds. 

“She’s beautiful and tough as diamonds, and he’s never afraid to play 
with fire—it’s Emerelda Stone and Xanthous Hayfield!” the presenter 
announced. 

Just like Tangerina and Skylene, Emerelda and Xanthous were amazed 
by the sea of people surrounding the dam. The flames on Xanthous’s head 
and shoulders flickered with anxiety and he hid behind Emerelda. 

“Look at all the protesters!” the boy cried. “Should we leave?” 

“They seem a little happy for protesters,” Skylene said. 

“That’s because they’re not,” Tangerina said. “Read their signs!” 

The Fairy Council had grown accustomed to seeing groups of protesters 
whenever they made a public appearance. Usually, the demonstrators 
chanted degrading things at them and held signs with messages like Gop 
HATES FAIRIES, MAGIC EQUALS MAYHEM, and THE END IS NEAR. However, their 
visit to Fort Longsworth hadn’t attracted the sort of protest they were used 
to. On the contrary, as the fairies looked around the crowd, they saw only 
positive messages like THANK GOD FOR FAIRIES, MAGIC IS BEAUTIFUL, and 
DON’T BE TRAGIC, THEY’RE JUST MAGIC. 

“Oh,” Xanthous said, and his nerves calmed down. “Sorry, I keep 
forgetting people actually like us now. Old habits die hard.” 

Emerelda grunted and folded her arms. “King Warworth should have 
mentioned there’d be an audience,” she grumbled. “I should have known 
better—monarchs make a meal out of everything.” 

The sound of squawking filled the air as a rowdy flock of geese carried 
the fifth member of the Fairy Council to the Western Dam. She was a 
chubby fourteen-year-old who wore a bowler hat, a black jumpsuit, a pair of 
oversize boots, and a bottle-cap necklace. The geese dropped her next to the 
other fairies and she landed with a thump on her behind. 

“Ouch!” she yelled at the birds. “You call that a landing? Meteors have 
softer impacts!” 

“You don’t want to ruffle her feathers—say hello to Lucy Goose!” the 
presenter announced. 

“That’s pronounced GOO-SAY!” she shouted as she climbed to her feet. 
“Next time do some research before you—” Lucy’s mouth fell open, and 
she lost her train of thought when she spotted all the observers. “Holy full 


house! Look at the size of that crowd! It’s even bigger than the one that 
watched us build the bridge in the Eastern Kingdom!” 

“Pd say the entire Western Kingdom is here,” Emerelda said. “Maybe 
more.” 

Lucy grinned from ear to ear as she took in the gathering. A group of 
children caught her eye and she became very excited. Each child was 
snuggling a doll that resembled a member of the Fairy Council. 

“We’ve been merchandised!” Lucy declared. “Gosh, it’s a real shame we 
do this stuff out of the goodness of our hearts. We’d make a fortune if we 
charged admission.” 

A hush fell over Fort Longsworth in anticipation of the sixth and final 
member of the Fairy Council. Just when the citizens started to worry she 
wasn’t coming, a beautiful fifteen-year-old girl with bright blue eyes and 
light brown hair descended from the clouds in a large bubble. She wore a 
sparkling blue pantsuit with matching gloves and a train at the waist, and 
white flowers were placed in her long braid. The bubble landed gently on 
the Western Dam beside the other fairies, and the girl popped it with her 
crystal wand. 

“Snow Queens beware—you’re no match for our next guest!” the 
presenter said. “She is compassion personified and considered a goddess 
among men—please give a warm Western Kingdom welcome to the one and 
only Faaaaairy Goooooodmother!” 

The citizens cheered so loudly the Western Dam vibrated under the 
Fairy Council’s feet. People near the front of the dam started chanting and 
soon the entire city joined in. 

“Fairy Godmother! Fairy Godmother! Fairy Godmother! Fairy 
Godmother!” 

Brystal Evergreen was overwhelmed by the passionate greeting. She had 
never seen so many people in one place before, and every single person was 
clapping, jumping, or crying tears of joy for her. They held paintings of her 
face and posters with her name written on them. Little girls (and a couple of 
grown men) were dressed up as her and twirled fake wands in their hands. 

The Western Kingdom’s admiration was an incredible honor, but for 
reasons Brystal couldn’t explain, all the excitement made her 
uncomfortable. It didn’t matter how enthusiastically the people cheered for 
her, Brystal felt undeserving of their recognition. And despite their vibrant 


welcome, she couldn’t fight the urge to leave. Nevertheless, Brystal had a 
job to do. So she forced herself to smile and gave the crowd a modest wave. 

The other fairies seemed to enjoy the attention much more than Brystal 
did, especially Lucy. 

“Boy, the crowd really loves that Fairy Godmother name,” Lucy said. 
“Aren’t you glad I gave you a title?” 

“T told you I didn’t want one,” Brystal replied. “It makes me feel like an 
object.” 

“Well, as my mother always said, if you’re going to be objectified, you 
might as well be objectified by family,” Lucy said, and patted Brystal on the 
back. “Just be glad Fairy Godmother is what stuck—we’ve all been called a 
lot worse.” 

“Excuse me, Brystal?” Emerelda interjected. “It might be best if we 
make this a quick one. We’ve got a windmill to repair at three o’clock and a 
farm to defrost at five. Besides, people are starting to foam at the mouth 
down there.” 

“I couldn’t agree more,” Brystal said. “Let’s just do what we came here 
to do and be done with it. There’s no need to cause a bigger fuss than 
necessary.” 

Without wasting another moment, Brystal stepped to the edge of the 
Western Dam and waved her wand at the damage below her. The giant 
crack was magically filled with a golden seal, and after more than a week of 
constant mist, the spewing water finally stopped. To help matters even 
more, Brystal flicked her wand again and this time sent a powerful breeze 
through the city that dried all the streets, shops, and homes. The breeze 
knocked a couple of people to the ground and blew hats off people’s heads, 
but they returned to their feet with completely dry clothes. 

It all happened so quickly it took the citizens a minute to realize their 
problems were solved. Their roar of appreciation was so powerful it was a 
miracle the Western Dam didn’t crack again. 

“Good, everyone is satisfied,” Brystal said. “Now let’s get going so—” 

“Astounding!” the presenter bellowed. “With just a flick of her wrist, the 
Fairy Godmother has restored the Western Dam and saved Fort Longsworth 
from a decade of rain! And now the Fairy Council will join King Warworth 
onstage so he can present them with a token of our kingdom’s gratitude!” 

“Say what?” Emerelda said. 


The fairies looked down and saw King Warworth was standing on the 
stage with a large golden trophy. Tangerina and Skylene squealed with 
delight. 

“They want to give us an award!” Skylene said. “I love awards!” 

“Can we stay and accept it?” Tangerina asked the others. “Pretty 
please?” 

“Absolutely not,” Emerelda said. “If King Warworth wanted to give us 
an award, he should have cleared it with me first. We can’t let people take 
advantage of our time.” 

“Oh, lighten up, Em,” Tangerina said. “We’ve worked our butts off 
trying to gain the world’s approval—and now we finally have it! If we don’t 
give people a chance to admire us every now and then, we might lose their 
admiration!” 

“I think Tangerina has a point,” Xanthous said. “King Warworth may 
have broken the rules but his people don’t know that. If they don’t get the 
ceremony they’re expecting, they’ll probably blame us. And we shouldn’t 
give them a reason to Start hating us again.” 

Emerelda groaned and rolled her eyes. She pushed up the sleeve of her 
robe and checked the emerald sundial around her wrist. 

“Fine,” Emerelda said. “We’ll give them another twenty minutes—but 
that’s it.” 

The fairy snapped her fingers, and a long emerald slide magically 
appeared. It stretched from the top of the dam to the stage below. Emerelda, 
Xanthous, Tangerina, and Skylene slid down the slide and joined King 
Warworth on the stage, but Brystal paused before she followed them. She 
noticed Lucy hadn’t said a word since the dam had been repaired, and 
instead, she was standing very still, watching the crowd in deep 
contemplation. 

“Lucy, are you coming?” she asked. 

“Yeah, I'll be right there,” Lucy said. “I’m just thinking.” 

“Uh-oh,” Brystal said. “It must be serious if you’re missing the chance 
to be on a stage.” 

“Are we doing enough?” 

Brystal was confused by the abrupt question. “Huh?” 

“We fix dams, we build bridges, we help people—but is it enough?” 
Lucy elaborated. “All these people traveled here to see something 


spectacular, and what did we give them? Some sealant and a little wind.” 

“Right,” Brystal said. “We gave them exactly what they needed.” 

“Yes, but not what they wanted,” Lucy said. “If performing in the Goose 
Troupe taught me anything, it’s the psychology of an audience. If these 
people go home disappointed, even slightly, they’re going to be angry with 
us. And just like Xanthous said, we shouldn’t give them any reason to hate 
us. If people start resenting the Fairy Council, then soon they’ll start 
resenting all fairies and boom! The magical community is back to where it 
started. I think it’d be smart to stick around and give these folks a show.” 

Brystal gazed at the city as she thought about what Lucy had said. It was 
obvious the people were hungry for more magic—they’d been fixated on 
the Fairy Council since they arrived—but Brystal didn’t want to indulge 
them. She and the others had worked so hard to get to this point. The idea 
of working harder just to maintain their position was an exhausting thought. 
And Brystal didn’t want to think about anything—she just wanted to leave 
and get away from the crowd. 

“We’re philanthropists, Lucy, not performers,” she said. “If people 
expect a show from us, we’ll always have to give them a show, and where 
will it end? It’ll be easier to please people and manage their expectations if 
we keep things simple. Now let’s accept the king’s award, shake a few 
hands, and keep it moving.” 

Brystal slid to the stage before Lucy had the chance to argue, but they 
both knew their conversation was far from over. 

“On behalf of the Western Kingdom, I would like to thank the Fairy 
Godmother for her grand acts of generosity,” King Warworth told his 
citizens. “As a token of our eternal gratitude and undying appreciation, I 
present her with the most prestigious prize in our kingdom, the Dam Cup.” 

Before King Warworth could hand the trophy to Brystal, Skylene 
snatched the award from him and cradled it like a baby. Tangerina nudged 
Brystal forward, forcing her into an impromptu acceptance speech. 

“Um... well, first Pd like to say thank you,” Brystal said, and reminded 
herself to smile. “It’s always a privilege to visit the Western Kingdom. The 
Fairy Council and I were very honored that you trusted us with such an 
important piece of your country. I hope from now on, whenever people look 
up at the Western Dam, they’ll be reminded of all the potential magic has to 
offer...” 


As Brystal continued her speech, Lucy studied the citizens in the crowd. 
They were hanging on every word Brystal said, but Lucy worried it was 
only a matter of time before they lost interest—they didn’t want to hear 
about magic, they wanted to see magic! If Brystal wasn’t going to give 
them the spectacle they desired, then Lucy was. And she was confident her 
specialty for trouble would do the trick. 

When she was certain all the eyes were on Brystal, Lucy snuck off the 
stage and tiptoed to the base of the Western Dam. She rubbed her hands 
together, placed both of her palms against the stone landmark, and 
summoned a little magic. 

“This should spice things up,” she said to herself. 

Suddenly, the Western Dam started to crack like an eggshell. Chunk by 
chunk, the dam began to crumble, and water from the Great Western Lake 
sprayed through the structure. Lucy had figured something strange would 
happen—it always did when she used her magic—but she hadn’t expected 
the whole dam to fall apart! She screamed and ran back to her friends as 
fast as she could. 

“... if we leave you with anything, let it be a newfound appreciation, not 
just for the Fairy Council, but for magic as a whole,” Brystal said as she 
concluded her speech. “And in the future, I hope mankind and the magical 
community will be so close it’ll be hard to imagine a time when there was 
any conflict between us. Because at the end of the day, we all want the same 

“Brystal!” Lucy shouted. 

“Not now, Lucy, I’m finishing my speech,” Brystal said without looking. 

“Dam!” 

“Lucy, watch your mouth! There are children—” 

“NO! LOOK AT THE DAM! BEHIND YOU!” 

The Fairy Council turned around just as the entire Western Dam 
collapsed. The Great Western Lake surged toward Fort Longsworth like a 
thousand-foot-tall tidal wave. 

“Lucy!” Brystal gasped. “What did you—” 

“RUN FOR YOUR LIVES!” King Warworth screamed. 

Fort Longsworth was consumed with panic. The citizens pushed and 
shoved one another as they tried to flee, but the city was so crowded there 
was nowhere to go. When the tidal wave was just a few feet from colliding 


with its first victims, Brystal leaped into action. A wind with the power of a 
hundred hurricanes erupted from the tip of her wand and blocked the wave 
like an invisible shield. It took all of Brystal’s strength to hold her wand 
steady, and she was able to stop the majority of the water, but there was too 
much to stop on her own. 

“Xanthous! Emerelda!” Brystal called over her shoulder. “You two stop 
the water coming around the sides of my shield! Skylene, make sure the 
water doesn’t spill over the top! Tangerina, help the people get to safety!” 

“What about me?” Lucy asked. “What can I do?” 

Brystal shot her a scathing look. “Nothing,” she said. “You’ve done 
enough!” 

As Lucy watched helplessly, the rest of the Fairy Council followed 
Brystal’s commands. Xanthous ran to Brystal’s left side and blasted the 
oncoming water with fire, causing it to steam and disappear. Emerelda 
created an emerald wall to block the water on Brystal’s right side, but the 
wave was so powerful it knocked the wall down, forcing Emerelda to 
rebuild it over and over again. Skylene waved her hand in a large circle, and 
the water spilling over the top of Brystal’s shield looped through the air and 
poured back into the Great Western Lake. While her friends blocked the 
water, Tangerina sent her bumblebees into the frantic crowd, and the swarm 
scooped up children and elderly people before they were trampled. 

Although the Fairy Council put up a quick and effective barrier, Lucy 
knew her friends couldn’t block the wave forever. She disregarded Brystal’s 
instructions and came up with a plan to help them. Lucy whistled for her 
geese, and the flock swooped down and plucked her off the ground. 

“Take me to the hill next to the lake!” she said. “And make it quick!” 

The geese carried Lucy to the hill as fast as they could. They dropped 
her off on the hillside, and, once again, Lucy landed on her behind with a 
thump—but she didn’t have time to scold the birds. From the hill, Lucy had 
a perfect view of the Fairy Council as they fought off the monstrous wave. 
She could tell her friends were getting tired, because the water was pushing 
them closer and closer to the city. 

“T really hope this works,” Lucy prayed. 

She summoned all the magic in her body and hit the ground with a 
clenched fist. Suddenly, hundreds and hundreds of grand pianos appeared 
out of thin air and tumbled down the hillside. It caused a thunderous—not 


to mention musical—commotion. All the panicked citizens froze and 
watched the bizarre landslide in awe. The pianos crashed onto the ground 
and piled up between the Fairy Council and the enormous wave. The 
instruments kept coming and coming, and soon the pile grew over the 
fairies’ heads. Within moments, a completely new dam was created, and 
Fort Longsworth was saved by a barrier of broken pianos. 

It had been the most stressful and chaotic five minutes in the Western 
Kingdom’s history—but the citizens had also just witnessed the most 
spectacular sight of their lives. They clapped and cheered so loudly the 
ovation was felt in neighboring kingdoms. 

Lucy hurried down the hill to check on her friends. The fairies were so 
furious none of them could look her in the eye. 

“Well, that was a doozy,” Lucy said with a nervous laugh. “Are you 
guys all right?” 

“You walking nightmare!” Skylene shouted. 

“What the heck were you thinking?” Tangerina asked. 

“You could have killed us all!” Emerelda yelled. 

“And obliterated an entire city!” Xanthous cried. 

Lucy shrugged innocently. “Hey, at least I gave a dam.” She laughed. 
“Get it, guys? Get it?” 

Brystal let out a long, aggravated sigh to make her anger perfectly clear. 
Lucy was used to infuriating the others, but she couldn’t remember the last 
time she had disappointed Brystal. She sheepishly lowered her head and 
kept her hands in her pockets for the remainder of their visit. 

“We’ll discuss this later,” Brystal told the fairies. “Right now, we need 
to apologize for Lucy’s behavior and leave before we lose mankind’s trust 
forever!” 

The Fairy Council followed Brystal back to the stage, but they quickly 
realized an apology wasn’t necessary. The citizens were so bewildered by 
all the magic they had never stopped cheering. King Warworth returned to 
the stage and profusely shook the fairies’ hands—even he was spellbound 
by the day’s events. 

While the fairies were distracted by the endless praise, four wheels and 
six horses were covertly hooked up to the stage. The stage unexpectedly 
lunged forward and it was pulled through Fort Longsworth like an 
enormous wagon. 


“What’s happening?” Xanthous asked. 

“Why, it’s time for the parade, of course,” King Warworth said. 

“You never said anything about a parade!” Emerelda griped. 

“Didn’t I?” King Warworth played dumb. “It’s a Western Kingdom 
tradition to give our guests of honor a parade through the capital.” 

Emerelda growled and flared her nostrils. “All right, that’s it!” she 
exclaimed. “We put up with an unexpected audience, we were nice enough 
to accept your award, but we will absolutely not participate in a stupid—” 

“Em, just let the man give us a parade,” Tangerina said. “We’ve earned 
one.” 

“Tt’s the least we could do after Lucy almost destroyed their city,” 
Skylene said. 

Emerelda wasn’t happy about it, but her friends were right—there had 
been enough conflict for one day. She glared at King Warworth and 
aggressively stuck her finger in his face. 

“Expect a letter from my office tomorrow morning,” she told him. “And 
fair warning, it'll have some strong language.” 

The Fairy Council was paraded down every street in Fort Longsworth, 
and even though the ordeal lasted much longer than they anticipated, the 
fairies ended up enjoying themselves. The citizens were practically buzzing 
with excitement, and their happiness was infectious. The fairies smiled, 
laughed, and occasionally blushed at the eccentric displays of affection. 

“I love you, Fairy Godmother!” 

“T want to be you when I grow up!” 

“You look fabulous today, Fairy Godmother!” 

“You’re my hero!” 

“Marry me, Fairy Godmother!” 

Brystal smiled and waved as much as the other fairies, but on the inside, 
she wasn’t as gleeful as her friends were. In fact, being closer to the citizens 
made Brystal even more uncomfortable than before. She desperately 
wanted the parade to end so she could get away from all the smiling faces, 
but still, she couldn’t explain why. 

The parade may have been unexpected, but it was also a huge milestone 
for the fairies. The cheering crowds were proof that the Fairy Council had 
changed the world—the magical community was finally accepted and safe 
from persecution! It didn’t make sense for Brystal to feel anything but 


triumphant, but for whatever reason, her heart wouldn’t let her. 
Because none of this is real.... 


The voice came out of nowhere and startled Brystal. She looked around 
the traveling stage but couldn’t find who it was coming from. 


Deep down, you know this won’t last.... 


It was as soft as a whisper, but despite the commotion of the parade, the 
voice was crystal clear. No matter which way Brystal turned or where she 
stood, it was like someone was speaking directly into both of her ears at 
once. And whoever they were, they sounded awfully familiar. 


Their affection... 
Their excitement... 
Their joy... 

It’s only temporary. 


Brystal stopped trying to find the voice and focused on what it was 
saying. Was mankind’s affection really as fickle as the voice suggested? 
People’s opinion of magic had changed so quickly, was it possible they’d 
change their minds again? Or worse, was it inevitable? 


Not long ago, the people cheering for your parade would have 
cheered just as loudly for your execution.... 


I wonder how many fairies were dragged through these same 
streets before being burned at the stake.... 


I wonder how many were drowned in the lake you just saved 


the city from. 


The voice made Brystal feel unsafe. As she gazed upon the crowd, she 
saw the citizens in a different light. There was something sinister behind 
their smiles and something primitive about their undying praise. She no 
longer felt like an honoree among admirers—she was a piece of meat 
among predators. But this wasn’t a new epiphany. This was the reason 
Brystal had been uncomfortable from the moment she’d arrived, she just 
hadn’t been able to articulate it until now. 

Mankind may have forgotten about the horrors of history, but Brystal 
would never forget what they had done to witches and fairies like her in the 
past. And she’d never forgive them either. 


They may celebrate you today... 
But eventually, they’ll grow tired of celebrating you.... 


Mankind will hate you and your friends, just as they did before. 


It suddenly dawned on Brystal why the voice sounded so familiar. It 
wasn’t coming from someone nearby, it was coming from inside her head. 
She wasn’t hearing voices—these were her own thoughts. 


History always repeats itself... 
The pendulum always swings.... 
Always.... 


You’d be wise to prepare. 


The grim thoughts faded away as if a switch had been flipped, but 
Brystal didn’t know where or what the switch was. The sensation was 
unlike anything she had ever experienced. She wasn’t a stranger to peculiar 


ideas or unsettling emotions, but this seemed completely random and out of 
her control. 
These thoughts had a mind of their own. 





CHAPTER TWO 
ry R 


HAPPINESS 


After a long day of energetic crowds, magical charity, and not-so-natural 


disasters, Brystal was looking forward to a quiet evening alone. 
Unfortunately, as soon as the Fairy Council returned to the Academy of 
Magic, she realized solitude wasn’t in the cards for her. 

“Brystal, can we please talk about this?” Lucy asked. “You’ve been 
giving me the silent treatment since we left the Western Kingdom.” 

In all honesty, Brystal was furious with her, but Lucy’s behavior at the 
Western Dam wasn’t the reason for her silence. All Brystal could think 
about was the strange thoughts that had consumed her during the parade. 
The longer she dwelled on the experience, the more confusing and upsetting 
the thoughts became. She hoped a little downtime might help her find an 
explanation, but Lucy wasn’t going to give her any privacy. 

“Come ooooon, Brystal!” Lucy moaned. “How many times do I have to 
say I’m sorry?” 

“Until I believe you,” she said. 

Brystal hurried up the front steps of the academy and climbed the 
floating staircase in the entrance hall, but Lucy persisted. 

“Once again, I sincerely apologize for my behavior today,” Lucy said 
with a dramatic bow. “What I did was childish, reckless, and downright 
dangerous—buuuuut, you have to admit, it all worked out for us in the 
end.” 

“Worked out?” Brystal was appalled by Lucy’s choice of words. “You 
can’t be serious!” 

“Of course I am! The crowd loved it!” Lucy said. “We gave them a 


spectacle they’ll never forget and a reason to love magic forever!” 

“You almost killed us and destroyed an entire city!” 

“Yes, but then I saved you!” 

“From a situation you caused! That doesn’t make you a hero!” 

“T told you, I never meant to destroy the dam. Honestly, I didn’t know 
what my magic was going to do; I just wanted to give the Western Kingdom 
a show. If you had just listened to me, none of it would have happened!” 

The notion infuriated Brystal. She paused halfway up the floating steps 
and turned to Lucy with a nasty scowl. 

“Don’t you dare blame this on me!” Brystal said. “You put thousands of 
people in danger! You nearly destroyed one of the biggest cities in the 
world! You almost ruined the magical community’s relationship with 
mankind! And until that sinks in, I’m sorry, Lucy, but you’re out of the 
Fairy Council!” 

Lucy was so stunned her jaw nearly hit the floor. 

“What?! You can’t kick me out of the Fairy Council!” 

Brystal wasn’t certain she could either. Until now, the council had never 
needed a protocol for bad behavior. 

“Well... I just did,” Brystal said with a confident nod. “You are hereby 
stripped of all council privileges until you’re mature enough to take 
responsibility for your actions. Now, if you’ll please excuse me, I have 
business to attend to.” 

Brystal left Lucy in a frozen state of shock on the floating steps and 
headed to her office on the second floor. She pushed through the heavy 
double doors and sighed with relief at the sight of an empty room. 

The office was a circular and spacious chamber with bookshelves, 
potion cabinets, and glass furniture. It had floor-to-ceiling windows that 
offered a breathtaking view of the academy grounds and the sparkling 
ocean beyond it. Fluffy white clouds drifted through the high ceiling, and 
bubbles emitted from the fireplace and floated through the air. 

The chamber was filled with unique objects that Brystal and her 
predecessor, Madame Weatherberry, had collected over the years. On the 
wall above the fireplace was an enlarged Map of Magic. The map was 
covered in thousands of twinkling lights, one for every living witch and 
fairy on earth. The lights showed where they were located throughout the 
four kingdoms and six territories. 


In the back of the office, beside Brystal’s glass desk, was a very special 
globe that showed her what the world looked like from space. It allowed 
Brystal to monitor hurricanes as they blew across the seas and 
thunderstorms as they swept across the land, but most important of all, 
Brystal used the globe to keep an eye on the northern lights twinkling above 
the Northern Mountains. 

“Thank goodness,” she whispered to herself. “You’re still there.” 

Brystal was relieved to see the northern lights hadn’t moved while she 
was away. She never told anyone why the lights were so important, but then 
again, no one ever noticed how frequently she checked on them throughout 
the day. It was the first thing she did in the morning and the last thing she 
did at night, and on the days the Fairy Council traveled, Brystal always 
inspected the globe before and after their trips. 

The lights meant Brystal could put her mind at ease, at least, about one 
thing. The day had provided her with plenty of other concerns—and the day 
wasn’t over yet. 

“You’re making a huge mistake!” Lucy declared as she burst into the 
office. 

For a split second, Brystal was tempted to remove Lucy with magic, but 
she figured it wouldn’t help matters. 

“And why is that?” 

“Because losing a member of the band always ends in disaster!” Lucy 
explained. “The same thing happened with the Goblin Tenors! A few years 
ago, one of the goblins was kicked out of the group for eating their fans. 
But the decision backfired! Without a fourth member, people felt like 
something was missing from their show, and everyone stopped going to 
their performances!” 

“Or maybe they stopped showing up because people were getting 
eaten!” 

Lucy paused for a moment—she had never thought of that before—but 
she quickly waved it off and went back to her point. 

“Look, I understand I messed up and deserve a punishment, but you 
shouldn’t put the Fairy Council at risk just to teach me a lesson,” she said. 
“Everyone knows there are six of us—and that’s what people expect to see! 
If only five of us show up to our events, people will be disappointed. And 
just like I said at the Western Dam, if we disappoint people, they’ll start to 


resent us, and soon, they’ll start hating everyone in the magical 
community!” 

“Lucy, I sincerely doubt the fate of the magical community depends on 
your attendance.” 

“Not at first, but it will!” Lucy insisted. “Right now, the Fairy Council is 
the hottest ticket in town—but the hotter the ticket, the quicker it can fizzle 
out. I’ve seen it happen so many times I’ve lost count. When performers get 
too big too fast, they start making mistakes. They get comfortable and stop 
putting in the work to please people. Corners get cut, promises get broken, 
and audiences get taken for granted. And just when performers think 
they’re unstoppable—wham!—the audience ditches them for an act that 
does meet their expectations!” 

“Lucy, this isn’t show business!” 

“Everything is show business! Why don’t you see that?” 

Brystal took a deep breath and slid into the chair behind her glass desk. 

“Pm not trying to upset you, I’m just looking out for us,” Lucy said. 
“The magical community is safe because people love the Fairy Council, and 
if we want to keep the public on our side, we can’t risk upsetting them. 
Giving people what they want, when they want it, is the best way to ensure 
our survival.” 


She’s right you know.... 
Once again, the thought came out of nowhere, startling Brystal. 


You’ll never own mankind’s approval.... 


You’ll have to earn it over and over again, until the end of time. 


Brystal heard the thoughts so clearly she had to remind herself they were 
only in her mind. 


They may treat you like a savior, but in truth, you’re nothing 


but a slave... 
A jester in mankind’s court... 


A clown in their circus. 


Brystal was disturbed by what the thoughts implied. She tried to 
concentrate on where the thoughts were coming from, but each one entered 
and left her mind so quickly, she couldn’t trace them to a logical train of 
thought. It was like someone else was dropping the ideas into her head and 
then running away. 

“I can tell Pm making you think,” Lucy said. “I don’t consider myself 
an expert in many fields, but for once, I definitely know what I’m talking 
about. It doesn’t matter how much compassion and charity we give people, 
they won’t be satisfied unless we entertain them in the process. And luckily, 
I’m the perfect person to help us do that.” 


She doesn’t want to help you.... 
She only wants to help herself.... 
She’d betray you for an ounce of attention.... 


She’d abandon you for a sliver of glory. 


Brystal tried to ignore the thoughts, but the harder she tried, the louder 
they seemed. She covered her ears to block them out, but she heard them 
just as clearly as before. Lucy raised an eyebrow at Brystal and took the 
gesture personally. 

“Are you seriously covering your ears?” she asked. 

“Lucy, please, I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” Brystal said. 

“Why is it so difficult for you to listen to me?” 

“There’s just a lot on my mind and I—” 

“This is about the Western Dam, isn’t it? What will it take to get you to 
trust me again?” 


“No, it has nothing to do with—” 

“Then what’s your problem? Why are you acting like this?” 

Brystal sighed and sank into the chair behind her desk. Part of her 
wanted to tell someone about the distressing thoughts, but she was still so 
confused she didn’t know what to say. Besides, it wasn’t a great moment to 
have a heart-to-heart with Lucy. 


She wouldn’t understand.... 

No one would.... 

Everyone will think you’re crazy.... 
They’! find a way to use it against you.... 


They’ve been waiting for a reason to get rid of you. 


Brystal didn’t want to think such horrible things, but she had no control 
over what the thoughts said. Lucy crossed her arms and studied Brystal like 
she was a human riddle. 

“Something is troubling you,” she said. “I can sense it—trouble is my 
specialty.” 

“T told you, I don’t want to talk about it,” Brystal said. 

“Why not? I tell you everything about me!” 

“Please, stop—” 

“No, I won’t stop! I’m not leaving this office until you tell me what’s 
going on!” 

“Fine! Then Pll leave!” 

Brystal jumped to her feet and marched to the door, desperate for some 
alone time. But just as she was about to exit her office, the double doors 
swung open. Tangerina and Skylene skipped inside carrying the PRAISE and 
REQUESTS bins. Both bins were overflowing with envelopes. 

“We’ve got more fan mail!” Tangerina announced. 

“You won’t believe how much we got this week!” Skylene said. 

The girls were followed by the massive knight with antlers who guarded 


the border. The knight was dragging two enormous bags that were bulging 
with even more envelopes. 

“What’s Horence doing with the mail?” Brystal asked. 

“The border’s been pretty safe since the world fell in love with magic,” 
Tangerina said. “We needed someone to manage the mail, so we gave him a 
new job.” 

“Brystal, where do you want us to put your letters?” Skylene asked. 

“Some of those are for me?” Brystal asked. 

Tangerina and Skylene looked at her like she was kidding. 

“They’re all for you,” Tangerina said. 

Brystal couldn’t believe how many people had taken the time to write 
her. There were hundreds—maybe thousands—of letters and every one of 
them was addressed to The Fairy Godmother. 


None of those people actually care about you.... 
They only want something from you.... 
They’ll always want more and more.... 


They’ll never be content. 


Brystal stood as still and stoic as possible so the others wouldn’t notice 
how much the thoughts were affecting her mood. 

“Just put them by the tea table,” she said. “Pll look through them later.” 

“We’d be happy to sort through your mail if you like!” Tangerina said. 

“Sometimes people send gifts!” Skylene said. 

Lucy crossed her arms and scowled at the girls. 

“Do you guys mind?” she asked. “Brystal and I were in the middle of 
something before you interrupted.” 

“Actually, I was just leaving,” Brystal said. “Feel free to sort through the 
mail and keep whatever gifts you find.” 

Tangerina and Skylene sat on the glass sofa and excitedly went through 
the mail. But once again, before Brystal reached the doors, they were 
pushed open by another guest. Emerelda charged into the office at a 


determined pace, making notes on an emerald clipboard. 

“Brystal, do you have a minute?” Emerelda asked. “I’ve been going over 
our schedule for next week and I have a couple questions for you. I’m 
trying to iron out all the details so there aren’t any surprises. I won’t let 
another entitled royal take advantage of us again. Hoodwink us once, shame 
on them; hoodwink us twice, shame on me.” 

“Honestly, Em, right now isn’t a good time,” Brystal said. 

“Don’t worry, this won’t take long,” Emerelda said, and checked her 
clipboard. “Queen Endustria would like to name a ship after you while 
we’re in the Eastern Kingdom next week. I told her it depends on what type 
of ship it is—I don’t want anyone using the Fairy Godmother to harpoon 
whales.” 

“Good foresight,” Brystal said, inching closer and closer to the door. “I 
agree—it depends on the type of ship.” 

“Next, King White wants to name a holiday after you,” Emerelda said. 
“They want to commemorate the day you sent the Snow Queen into 
seclusion. I don’t see a problem with it as long as we get to choose the 
name of the holiday. We should also find out what kind of festivities will 
take place on this day. We don’t want people playing pin the wand on the 
fairy to celebrate you.” 

“Sounds good,” Brystal said. “Is that all?” 

“Not quite,” Emerelda said. “King Champion XIV would like to place a 
statue of you in the Chariot Hills town square. If you’re comfortable with 
that, I suggest we ask for approval over the sculptor. The last thing we want 
is something abstract that traumatizes small children.” 

“Tell the king P’ll get back to him on that,” Brystal said, and reached for 
the door. “Now if you’ll please excuse me, I’m going to get some fresh air.” 

“Brystal!” Lucy said. “Are you seriously going to leave before we finish 
talking?” 

“Brystal!” Tangerina said. “Someone from the Northern Kingdom sent 
you the most beautiful bracelet! It looks gorgeous on me!” 

“Brystal!” Skylene said. “Someone from the Southern Kingdom sent 
you a dead caterpillar! Oh wait, the letter says it was supposed to be a 
butterfly by the time you opened it. Well, that’s a shame.” 

As Brystal opened the door, a bubbly old woman entered the office. She 
had violet hair and a purple apron and was very glad to see Brystal—but 


Brystal groaned at another visitor. 

“Oh good, you’re here!” the old woman said. “You’re a difficult person 
to track down. Either you’re incredibly busy or incredibly good at avoiding 
me! HA-HA!” 

“Hi, Mrs. Vee,” Brystal said. “What can I do for you?” 

“T was wondering if you made a decision about the request I sent you?” 
Mrs. Vee asked. 

“Um... Pm sure I did,” Brystal said. “Remind me what your request was 
again?” 

“T want to knock down a wall and expand my kitchen,” Mrs. Vee said. 
“We have a lot more mouths to feed than we used to. One picture may paint 
a thousand words, but one oven does not cook for thousands of people! HA- 
HA!” 

“Of course you can expand your kitchen, Mrs. Vee,” Brystal said. “My 
apologies for not giving you an answer sooner. The council’s been really 
busy.” 

As Brystal squeezed past Mrs. Vee in the doorway, Xanthous came 
running and blocked her escape. 

“Brystal! I just came from the southwest wing of the academy!” He 
panted. 

“Why? What happened?” she asked. 

“A spell went horribly wrong during lessons this afternoon!” Xanthous 
said. “All the fairies on the fifth floor were shrunk to the size of pixies!” 

“And they need me to change them back?” 

“Actually, they want your permission to stay small. They mentioned the 
benefits of downsizing, but I didn’t understand the appeal. Anyway, they 
wanted to get an answer before they get their hopes up—or down, I should 
Say.” 

Brystal groaned and rolled her eyes. 

“Sure! Whatever they want! I don’t care!” 

Brystal pushed past Xanthous and stomped down the hall. She was used 
to making decisions and finding solutions, but today she felt like she was 
drowning in all the requests and questions. 


It’s all too much.... 


There are too many decisions to make.... 


It shouldn’t be on your shoulders. 


For once, Brystal agreed with the strange thoughts. All she wanted was a 
few moments alone; all she needed was a few moments of quiet, but it 
seemed like an impossibility. 


Your friends will never know what it’s like.... 
They would snap from all the pressure.... 


They’d be crushed by the responsibility. 


The thoughts made Brystal’s heart rate rise more and more. If she didn’t 
get away from the others, she was afraid she might explode. Unfortunately, 
as Brystal proceeded down the hall, her friends followed her. 

“Brystal! Would you like to send a thank-you note for my bracelet?” 

“Brystal! King Champion needs an answer by tomorrow.” 

“Brystal! Should the small fairies be worried about gryphons?” 

“Brystal! Do you know a fairy with a specialty for renovations? HA- 
HA!” 

“Brystal! Should we have a service for the caterpillar?” 

“Brystal! When are we going to finish our conversation?” 

“EVERYONE SHUT UP!” 

Brystal’s outburst stunned the fairies, but no one was more surprised 
than Brystal herself. She was ashamed of raising her voice, but for the first 
time all day, she finally had silence—inside and outside her head. 

“Pm... Pm... Pm so sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to shout.... It’s just 
been a long day and I want to be alone.... Please, just leave me alone....” 

Brystal raced down the hall before her friends could respond. The fairies 
respected her request and didn’t chase after her. 

“What’s gotten into her?” Tangerina whispered to the others. 

Lucy watched Brystal leave with a determined gaze. 

“T have no idea,” she whispered back. “But I’m going to find out.” 
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Brystal took a long walk to clear her head, and thankfully the unpleasant 
thoughts didn’t follow her. She was desperate to find out how and why they 
were happening, but unfortunately, the peace and quiet didn’t provide any 
answers. The thoughts left her in a worse mood each time they occurred, 
and the more she tried to understand them, the more frustrated she became. 

She strolled through the Fairy Territory, hoping the picturesque grounds 
would put her in a better mood. As she walked, Brystal focused on all the 
positivity around her, and she reminded herself of all the reasons she had to 
be happy. 

Over the past year, the Celeste Weatherberry Memorial Academy of 
Magic had changed so much it was almost unrecognizable. The castle had 
expanded to nearly ten times its original size to accommodate all the fairies 
who had moved there. Its shimmering towers stood over thirty stories high 
and its golden walls stretched over ten acres. And every time a new fairy 
arrived, the castle grew a little bit bigger. 

The unicorns, the gryphons, and the pixies were no longer endangered 
species, and they roamed across the property in healthy-size flocks and 
herds. The animals helped fertilize the land, allowing even more colorful 
flowers and vibrant trees to flourish than before. 

Everywhere Brystal looked, she saw fairies practicing magic and 
teaching newcomers how to develop their abilities. The fairies waved and 
bowed to Brystal as she walked by, and she could feel the gratitude 
radiating from their hearts. Thanks to her, Madame Weatherberry’s small 
academy had transformed into the Fairy Territory, and for the first time in 
history, the magical community had a safe environment where they could 
live peacefully and thrive. 

All the fairies knew Brystal was responsible for their happiness, but 
despite the joy she created for others, Brystal couldn’t seem to muster any 
for herself. 

At dusk, Brystal walked down the cliff to the beach below the academy. 
She sat on a stone bench and watched the sunset. The evening sky was full 
of pink clouds, and the ocean sparkled as the sun sank into the horizon. It 
was a breathtaking sight—one of the most spectacular sunsets Brystal had 


seen at the Fairy Territory—but even that didn’t lift Brystal’s spirits. 

“Just be happy...,” Brystal told herself. “Be happy.... Be happy.... Be 
happy....” 

Sadly, no matter how many times she repeated the command, her heart 
didn’t listen. 

“Who are you talking to?” 

Brystal looked over her shoulder and saw an eight-year-old girl standing 
on the beach behind her. The girl had big brown eyes and short messy hair, 
and she wore stretchable clothing made from tree sap. Although she had 
grown a foot in the last year, to Brystal, she’d always be the tiny girl she 
met at the Bootstrap Correctional Facility. 

“Hi, Pip,” Brystal said. “Sorry, you caught me talking to myself.” 

“No judgments here,” Pip said. “Some of my best conversations are with 
myself. Do you want some company?” 

More company was the last thing Brystal wanted, but since the alone 
time wasn’t as helpful as she’d hoped, Brystal welcomed a distraction. She 
patted the stone bench, and Pip took a seat beside her. 

“How are your lessons coming along?” Brystal asked. 

“Good,” Pip said. “I’ve completed my improvement, rehabilitation, and 
manifestation lessons, and tomorrow, I start working on imagination.” 

“That’s wonderful. Have you been working on your specialty, too?” 

“I have—watch this!” 

Pip removed a ring from her pocket and showed Brystal how she could 
squeeze her entire arm through it, as if her limb were made of clay. 

“Very impressive,” Brystal said. 

“Yesterday I squeezed my whole body into a pickle jar,” Pip said. 
“Unfortunately, I was stuck in it for three hours. Getting into things is much 
easier than getting out of them, but I guess that’s life for you.” 

“I wish I was there to help you. The Fairy Council has been so busy I 
barely get a moment to myself anymore.” 

“Everyone’s talking about your visit to the Western Kingdom. I heard it 
was a smash.” 

“Tt was a little too eventful for my taste, but we still helped a lot of 
people and made them very happy in the process. I guess that’s all that 
matters.” 

“You don’t look very happy, though,” Pip noticed. “Is something 


bothering you?” 

Brystal faced the sunset and sighed—she didn’t have the strength to hide 
it anymore. 

“Happiness is difficult for me at the moment,” she confessed. “Don’t get 
me wrong, I want to be happy. There is so much to be grateful for, but for 
some reason, I can’t stop having negative thoughts about everything. It feels 
like I’m stuck in a pickle jar of my own.” 

“Are you sure you’re being negative?” Pip asked. “I know from 
experience, there’s a thin line between negativity and just being realistic. 
When I was living at Bootstrap, there were days I would wake up thinking, 
Wow, I’m going to be here forever, and other days I would wake up 
thinking, Dang, I’m going to be here forever—but they were very different 
points of view.” 

“No, I’m definitely being negative,” Brystal said. “My thoughts put me 
in a horrible mood and they make me feel restless and paranoid. Gosh, I 
wish Madame Weatherberry was still here—she’d know exactly how to 
help me.” 

“Tf she was, what would she tell you?” Pip asked. 

Brystal closed her eyes and imagined Madame Weatherberry was sitting 
beside her. A bittersweet smile came to her face as she remembered her 
mentor’s bright violet eyes and the soft touch of her gloved hands. 

“She’d probably encourage me to get to the root of the problem,” 
Brystal said. “Honestly, I think being the Fairy Godmother is just taking a 
toll on me. I knew it would be a lot of responsibility, but there’s an 
emotional component I never expected.” 

“Really?” Pip asked. “How so?” 

Brystal went quiet as she thought about it. The feeling was difficult to 
explain to herself, let alone someone else. 

“The world knows and loves me for a quality I used to hide and hate 
myself for,” she said. “And even though I know I have nothing to fear or be 
ashamed of, deep down, I’m still carrying that fear and shame with me. 
Somewhere along the line, I got so busy changing the world I forgot to 
change myself with it. And now I think those old feelings are starting to 
play tricks on me.” 

The fresh insight didn’t solve her problems, but it made Brystal feel a 
little better. Pip looked across the ocean with a somber gaze, as if she knew 


exactly what Brystal was talking about. 

“T think I understand,” she said. “When I was at Bootstrap, I never felt 
like I belonged there—I mean, it would have been weird if I did. But even 
though I live in the Fairy Territory now, the emptiness has stayed with me. 
It’s like, since no one taught me how to belong somewhere, I just feel 
hollow everywhere I go. I suppose I’m carrying around old feelings, too.” 

Brystal felt sorry for Pip and wished she was in a better state of mind to 
help her. 

“Maybe belonging can’t be taught,” she said. “Maybe it’s just something 
we have to practice.” 

Pip nodded. “Maybe happiness is, too,” she said. 

The girls exchanged half-hearted smiles and watched the rest of the 
sunset in silence. The tranquility was interrupted shortly after by the sound 
of whispering. 

“Oh, look! There she is!” 

“Shhh! Don’t make any sudden movements! ” 

Brystal turned around and saw Tangerina and Skylene on the beach 
behind her. 

“Tt’s all right,” she said. “I’m not going to yell at you again.” 

“Sorry, we know you wanted to be alone,” Tangerina said. 

“It’s just—um—something came in the mail that you should see,” 
Skylene said. 

“Who is it from?” Brystal asked. 

Tangerina and Skylene glanced at each other with concern. 

“Your family,” they said. 

Brystal’s heart suddenly sank into the pit of her stomach. She hadn’t 
spoken to anyone in her family in over a year—it must have been important 
if they were reaching out to her. Brystal jumped up from the bench and 
Tangerina handed her a square envelope. Unlike the other letters, this 
envelope was addressed to Brystal Evergreen instead of The Fairy 
Godmother, and her family’s home was listed as the return address. Brystal 
opened the envelope and found a thick card with cheerful lettering inside: 


You Are Cordially Invited to 


The Wedding of 


Deputy Justice Barrie Evergreen 
& 
Lady Penny Charming 


Champvember 16th 
At Five o’clock in the Afternoon 


The Evergreen Residence 
481 East Countryside Road 
Chariot Hills 
The Southern Kingdom 


We look forward to celebrating with you! 


In lieu of gifts, please donate to the Chariot Hills Home for the 
Hopeless 





“Oh my gosh,” Brystal said. 

“What is it?” Tangerina asked with bated breath. 

“My brother’s getting married!” 

“Oh, thank God!” Skylene said. “I was afraid someone died!” 

Brystal didn’t know what was more shocking—the idea of Barrie being 
someone’s husband or the fact that she was invited to the wedding. 

“Congratulations,” Pip said. “That should make you happy.” 

Brystal agreed, but despite the wonderful news, she felt just as 
melancholy as before. 

“You’re right,” Brystal said. “It should make me happy.... It should....” 





CHAPTER THREE 


A RIGHTEOUS INTRODUCTION 


When Brystal received the invitation to Barrie’s wedding, the sixteenth of 


Champvember seemed like an eternity away, but because of the Fairy 
Council’s demanding schedule, the days went by much faster than Brystal 
wanted them to. In the weeks leading up to the wedding, Brystal started to 
dread the date as she would an approaching storm. She had daily meetings 
with the world’s most celebrated diplomats and dignitaries, and yet seeing 
her family again was a terrifying prospect. 

The last time Brystal saw her brothers, Brooks and Barrie, she narrowly 
missed being executed on a courtroom floor. The last time she saw her 
father, Justice Evergreen, Brystal humiliated him in front of all the Justices 
in the Southern Kingdom. And the last time she saw her mother, Mrs. 
Evergreen, Brystal was told to leave home and find a better life. 

Given how dramatic the farewells had been, Brystal had no idea what to 
expect or how to prepare. Without a doubt, Justice Evergreen would resent 
Brystal until the day he died, but his opinion wasn’t what concerned her. 
Brystal worried about how her mother and brothers would react to seeing 
her again, and she wondered whether the last year had changed how they 
felt about her. 


The invitation was probably a mistake.... 
Your family doesn’t want to see you.... 


They probably hate how you’ve changed the world.... 


They’re probably ashamed at the person you’ve become. 


The situation was a breeding ground for the disturbing thoughts, and 
every day, Brystal was more and more tempted to skip the wedding 
altogether. However, she knew nothing would feel worse than missing such 
an important day in her brother’s life. So despite all the fear and anxiety 
coursing through her, Brystal awoke on the moming of the sixteenth 
determined to go. 

At three o’clock in the afternoon, Brystal departed the Fairy Territory 
and floated toward the Southern Kingdom in a large bubble. As she drifted 
through the sky, Brystal caused quite a scene in the villages and farms 
below her. Civilians ran out from their homes to wave at her, dogs barked 
and chased after her giant bubble, and even cows and sheep stopped grazing 
to watch her fly by. 


Enjoy the affection while you can.... 
You won’t receive the same welcome at home.... 


Strangers love you more than your family ever will. 


At half past four, Chariot Hills appeared in the distance, and Brystal 
descended into the eastern countryside. Her first sight of the Evergreen 
house made her jolt, as if her nerves had grown legs and kicked her in the 
stomach. Brystal’s modest childhood home looked exactly as it always had. 
The only difference was all the wedding preparations assembled on the 
front lawn. 

A dozen rows of white chairs and a white gazebo were arranged under a 
long white tent. Carriages waited in a lengthy line down East Countryside 
Road, dropping off passengers one at a time. The wedding guests were an 
eclectic group of aristocrats and commoners, elderly and young people, and 
they mingled in an area with high tables and a refreshment stand. The setup 
was very Classy and traditional, but it was much more elaborate than Brystal 
had predicted. If her father had had his way, Barrie would be getting 
married in a run-down barn. 


Brystal landed in the center of the front lawn and popped the bubble 
with her crystal wand. The guests were thrilled to see Brystal and they 
surrounded her like a pack of hungry wolves. 

“It’s the Fairy Godmother!” 

“I cant believe I’m seeing her in real life!” 

“Do you think she’ll talk to me?” 

“I knew I should have dressed nicer!” 

All the whispering made Brystal feel very awkward, not because of the 
attention, but because she recognized so many faces in the crowd. She 
spotted family friends and distant cousins, former schoolmates and teachers, 
and neighbors she had grown up with. Most of the guests had known 
Brystal since she was a small child, but now they were all gawking at her 
like she was from another planet. 

“Fairy Godmother! May I have your autograph?” 

“Fairy Godmother! Will you kiss my baby?” 

“Fairy Godmother! Can I have a hug?” 

“Fairy Godmother! Will you do some magic for us?” 

The only people who weren’t thrilled to see Brystal were a group of 
Southern Kingdom Justices huddled in the corner of the lawn. The men 
were dressed in their typical black robes and tall black hats, and they 
watched Brystal like a flock of vultures. Ironically, Brystal almost preferred 
the Justices’ hateful scowls to the other guests’ reactions. 

“Fairy Godmother! Are you here to give gifts?” 

“Fairy Godmother! Can you turn my dress into a gown?” 

“Fairy Godmother! Can you make my hair grow back?” 

“Fairy Godmother! Can you give me a good singing voice?” 

As soon as her great-great-uncle knelt down to kiss her feet, Brystal 
started looking for a place to hide—but there was only one place to go. 
Without any other options, Brystal weaved through the excited crowd and 
hurried into the Evergreen house. 

Once the front door shut behind her, Brystal sighed with relief, but the 
inside of the house was even more chaotic than the outside. Dozens of 
bridesmaids and groomsmen frantically raced around the house as if it were 
on fire. 

“Has anyone seen my bow tie?” 

“Hey! That’s my shoe!” 


“OH MY GOD! I’ve lost the rings!” 

“How did I end up with two corsages?” 

“False alarm! I have the rings!” 

Luckily, the wedding party was so busy applying the final touches to 
their suits and dresses they didn’t notice Brystal standing in the entrance 
hall. And at first, Brystal was so distracted by all the people running amok 
she didn’t notice anything else. Once the bridesmaids and groomsmen 
cleared the front of the house, Brystal suddenly gasped. Unlike the outside, 
the inside of the Evergreen home had changed so much Brystal thought she 
was in the wrong place. 

In the past, Justice Evergreen was so conservative he denied his family 
anything he considered extravagant. All the Evergreens’ belongings, from 
their clothing to the wallpaper, were used or hand-me-downs. Servants were 
completely out of the question, forcing Brystal and Mrs. Evergreen to do all 
the cooking, cleaning, and gardening by themselves. However, as Brystal 
looked around the house with fresh eyes, she realized that was no longer the 
case. 

All the rooms were furnished with brand-new furniture that matched. 
The plates and bowls in the china cabinet were the same color, and the 
silverware was from the same set. The drapes were made from the same 
fabric, and all the walls had recently been painted the same shade of pearl 
gray. But most surprising of all, Brystal found maids picking up after the 
wedding party and a cook preparing food in the kitchen. 

It was so shocking Brystal felt like she had wandered into another 
dimension, and she wondered if all the rooms had been redecorated. Before 
she could stop herself, Brystal’s curiosity took hold of her, and she climbed 
the stairs to her old bedroom at the very top of the house. 

Brystal slowly opened the bedroom door and stepped inside. The bed 
was made with the same sheets, the nightstand held the same candle, the 
mirror and dresser stood in the same corner, even the loose floorboard 
hadn’t been touched since she left. The bedroom looked exactly as she 
remembered it, but strangely, it felt completely different. Brystal couldn’t 
believe how small and cold her old bedroom was, and yet the size and 
temperature had never stood out in her memory. 

Perhaps the room seemed smaller because she had grown so much as a 
person, and perhaps the room felt colder because now she knew what the 


warmth of a true home felt like. 

Tears welled in Brystal’s eyes as she recalled what her life used to be 
like in the Evergreen house. She remembered all the nights she had cried 
herself to sleep, all the days she had lived in fear, and all the nightmares in 
between. She remembered the angst of wanting a better life, the pain of 
unanswered prayers, and the suffocation of feeling stuck. But Brystal didn’t 
just remember the emotions, she felt them, too. All the fear and sadness 
surfaced from deep within her, stronger than ever before. 


You’ll never get rid of her.... 

No matter where you go, or what you do... 

Part of you will always be that scared, suppressed little girl.... 
She’ll always be inside of you.... 


Always. 


Brystal couldn’t understand why she was feeling and thinking such 
things. Her life had changed so significantly she was practically a different 
person—so why was she carrying the same heartache from her past? She 
looked in the mirror for reassurance, but unfortunately, her reflection only 
made her feel worse. There was no difference between the sorrowful 
expression Brystal wore today and the sorrowful expression she had worn 
for most of her childhood. 

Perhaps life hadn’t changed as much as she thought. 

“You’re back!” said a voice behind her. 

Brystal quickly wiped away her tears and glanced over her shoulder. A 
beautiful, middle-aged woman in a shiny teal dress was standing in the 
doorway. The woman was ecstatic to see Brystal and ran into the bedroom 
to embrace her. 

“Mother?” Brystal gasped. “Is that you?” 

Mrs. Evergreen looked so different Brystal didn’t recognize her at first. 
Her hair was no longer styled in a constrictive bun on top of her head but 


flowed freely down to her waist. The dark circles under her eyes had 
vanished, and for the first time in Brystal’s memory, Mrs. Evergreen looked 
rested. The teal dress also brought out the green in her mother’s eyes, which 
Brystal had never noticed until now. 

“Oh, my darling girl,” Mrs. Evergreen said, and hugged Brystal a little 
tighter. “I’ve missed you so much! I can’t tell you how happy I am to see 
you!” 

“Mother, you look amazing!” Brystal said. “What happened?” 

“I hope you’re not too surprised,” Mrs. Evergreen teased her. 

“Of course not—I didn’t mean it like that!” Brystal said. “Forgive me— 
everything is just so different. I wasn’t expecting the house to look like this. 
I wasn’t expecting you to look like this. There’s new furniture, new china, 
new drapes—you even have servants! How is father allowing all of this?” 

“T finally gave him an ultimatum,” Mrs. Evergreen said. “I said if he 
didn’t hire maids and a cook to help me around the house, I would leave 
him. And I reminded him that if I left, he’d have no choice but to hire maids 
and a cook anyway. You should have seen his face! The idea of losing me 
must have really scared him, because he hasn’t denied me anything since.” 

Brystal was incredibly proud of her mother, but her thoughts quickly 
quashed the feeling and replaced it with shame. 


You should have helped your mother.... 


If it weren’t for her, you’d still be at the Bootstrap Correctional 
Facility.... 


But you abandoned her to help strangers.... 


You failed her and she had to do it all on her own. 


“What’s wrong, Brystal?” Mrs. Evergreen asked. “Why do you look so 
sad?” 

“Oh, it’s nothing,” she said. 

Mrs. Evergreen gave Brystal a stern look—it didn’t matter how much 
time had passed, Mrs. Evergreen always knew when Brystal was lying to 


her. 

“T just feel guilty,” Brystal confessed. “After you signed my permission 
slip to attend Madame Weatherberry’s school, I always told myself I would 
come back and save you from this place, but I never did. I’ve been helping 
strangers all over the world, but I never helped you.” 

Mrs. Evergreen seemed both heartbroken and amused by Brystal’s 
confession. She lovingly placed a hand on her daughter’s face and looked 
deep into her eyes. 

“Brystal, you’re not responsible for anyone’s happiness but your own— 
including mine,” Mrs. Evergreen said. “The last time we spoke, I told you 
to leave this horrible place and never return because that’s what it was—a 
horrible place. I didn’t think it was possible to change it. But then 
something amazing happened—someone came along and showed me 
nothing was impossible.” 

“Who?” Brystal asked. 

“You, sweetheart,” Mrs. Evergreen said. “I thought, If my daughter can 
change the whole world, then I can make changes, too. Without your 
example, I would never have had the courage to stand up to your father. So 
in many ways, you did save me. And not just me—you’ve inspired 
thousands of other people to improve their lives, too. I hope you know how 
special that is.” 

Brystal knew how significant her mother’s words were, but her current 
state of mind wouldn’t let the feeling sink in. She shrugged it off like Mrs. 
Evergreen was giving her a small compliment. 

“Tt can be a little overwhelming at times,” she said. 

“T bet,” Mrs. Evergreen said. “I’ve seen how those crowds react to you 
and your friends.” 

“You mean, you’ve been to one of our events?” Brystal asked in 
disbelief. 

“Oh, I haven’t missed a single event in the Southern Kingdom,” Mrs. 
Evergreen said with a proud smile. “I was there when you rebuilt the 
orphanage that burned down, I was there when you gave a new roof to the 
hospital for wounded soldiers, and I was there just last week when King 
Champion presented you with a statue in the Chariot Hills town square—I 
actually brought a big poster with your name on it to that one. There were 
so many people there, I imagine it was hard to see me.” 


“T wish I knew you were there!” Brystal said. “I would have loved to see 
you!” 

“All that matters is that you’re here now,” Mrs. Evergreen said. “It’s a 
miracle you got the wedding invitation. I was afraid that big knight would 
lose it.” 

Brystal was certain she had misheard her. “Wait a second—you 
delivered the invitation yourself?” 

“Of course. It was important,” Mrs. Evergreen said. “I marched right up 
to the knight and I told him, I don’t care how scary you look, if this letter 
doesn’t get to my daughter, I’ll be the scariest thing you ever met. He didn’t 
seem very frightened but it must have worked.” 

Brystal was speechless—even her thoughts went silent. Clearly, Mrs. 
Evergreen had nothing but unconditional love and support for her daughter, 
and Brystal’s mind couldn’t spin it into anything negative. 

“Mother! Where are you? I need your help!” 

Mrs. Evergreen rolled her eyes. “I’m in your sister’s room!” she called 
out. 

“Was that Barrie?” Brystal asked. “He sounds more stressed than usual.” 

“Your brother’s been such a nervous wreck ever since he proposed,” 
Mrs. Evergreen said. “You’d think he was the first person in history to get 
married.” 

They heard frantic footsteps climb up the stairs and dash down the hall, 
and then Barrie burst into the bedroom at the speed of lightning. He was 
dressed in a sharp black suit and carried a handful of buttons that were 
supposed to be on his suit jacket. Barrie was in such a panic it took him a 
moment to notice his sister, standing beside his mother. 

“Mother, it happened again! I didn’t even realize I was playing with my 
buttons until I ripped them all off! Oh, hello, Brystal. I’m so sorry, Mother! 
Please don’t be angry with me! I’m so nervous I feel like there are bats in 
my stomach! Do you think you can fix them before—BRYSTAL?!” 

Barrie’s panicked rant quickly turned into a fit of joyous laughter. He 
gave Brystal an enormous hug and spun her around the room. 

“Brystal! Brystal! Brystal!” Barrie cheered. “It’s so wonderful to see 
you!” 

“Tt’s wonderful to see you, too, Barrie!” 

“T can’t believe you’re here! Gosh, you’ve been busy! What you’ve been 
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up to is remarkable! It means so much to me that you came 

“I wouldn’t have missed your wedding for the world,” Brystal said. 

“It’s funny, of all the people to tell me that today, you’re the first person 
who actually means it,” Barrie said. “I’ve been following all your 
accomplishments in the newspapers. Penny helped me start a scrapbook 
with all the clippings I saved—oh, that’s her name, Penny—but I suppose 
you already knew that from the invitation.” 

“I can’t wait to meet her,” Brystal said. “What’s she like? Where did you 
guys meet?” 

An enormous smile grew across Barrie’s face as he thought about his 
future wife. Brystal had never seen him look so happy—actually, she had 
never seen anyone look so happy. 

“She’s—she’s—she’s the most incredible person I’ve ever met,” Barrie 
said. “We met eleven months ago at the Chariot Hills Library—oh, thanks 
for changing the law by the way! We wouldn’t have met if women were still 
banned! Anyway, we were in the same aisle and reached for Locksmiths: A 
Turnkey Trade at exactly the same time. Turns out she has a fascination 
with locks and keys like me! Naturally, I told her to take the book, but she 
insisted I check it out first. We kept going back and forth on who should 
take it, and finally, we agreed to share the book. And the rest is history!” 

“Barrie, if you want a successful marriage, I suggest you learn how to 
sew,” Mrs. Evergreen scolded. “It’s going to take me an hour to put all of 
these buttons back on your suit! And the ceremony is about to start!” 

“Actually, I can help with that,” Brystal said. 

With a flick of her wand, all the buttons flew out of Barrie’s hand and 
reattached themselves to his jacket. Brystal also reached into the pocket of 
her pantsuit and pulled out a small gift topped with a golden bow. 

“Here,” Brystal said, and handed it to him. “I made you an enchanted 
sewing kit for a wedding present. Just put the thread through the eye of the 
needle and it’ll do the rest. I was going to save it for later but you should 
take it now in case you need to fix your jacket again.” 

Barrie was touched by the gift. “You know me so well,” he said. “Thank 
you.” 

The tender moment was cut short by another pair of footsteps stomping 
up the stairs, and this time, Brystal recognized them instantly—it was the 
sound she had feared the most when she was a child. Justice Evergreen 


charged into the bedroom with heavy breath and a tense brow. 

“The ceremony is supposed to start in five minutes and not a single 
bridesmaid or groomsman is fully dressed!” 

Brystal’s father was already angry, but seeing her infuriated the Justice. 
His whole body went tense and his face turned bright red. The Justice 
refused to look at Brystal, and instead, he pointed at her and sent his furious 
scowl toward his wife. 

“What is it doing here?” he asked. 

“T invited her,” Mrs. Evergreen said as if it were obvious. 

Justice Evergreen closed his eyes and tried to suppress his anger. Brystal 
could tell it was a new exercise for her father, because the Justice wasn’t 
very good at it. 

“Lynn, we agreed we wouldn’t—” 

“We didn’t agree to anything!” Mrs. Evergreen said, raising her voice to 
match his. “You told me you didn’t want her here, and I listened, but I never 
gave you any impression that she wasn’t invited. You can pretend she 
doesn’t exist all you want, but Brystal is still my daughter and she has every 
right to be at her brother’s wedding.” 

Brystal was pleasantly surprised at how effortlessly her mother stood up 
to her father. Mrs. Evergreen debated her husband like it was a fun new 
hobby. The Justice turned so red he was almost purple. 

“T will allow it to stay for the wedding, but I will not allow it in my 
house!” he sneered. 

Mrs. Evergreen raised a finger and stepped toward the Justice, but 
Brystal stopped her mother before the argument went any further. She 
didn’t want anything to spoil Barrie’s special day, especially a disagreement 
about her. 

“Mother, it’s all right,” she said calmly. “I’m more than happy to wait 
outside until the wedding begins.” 

Brystal headed out of the bedroom but paused in the doorway. 

“Besides,” she whispered to her father, “from the look of things, this 
doesn’t appear to be your house anymore.” 
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Brystal left the Evergreen house and joined the wedding guests outside. She 
was hoping to find a place to hide before anyone saw her return, but the 
guests were gathered around the front door waiting for her. The number of 
attendees had doubled since she had arrived, and clearly all the newcomers 
had been notified of Brystal’s attendance. 

“Fairy Godmother! Can you give me a bigger house?” 

“Fairy Godmother! Can you cure my indigestion?” 

“Fairy Godmother! Can you make my nose smaller?” 

“Fairy Godmother! Can you teach my children some manners?” 

The guests crept closer and closer, and Brystal dodged all the hands 
trying to touch her. She started to worry she’d be stuck on the Evergreens’ 
front porch all day, but she was rescued by a belligerent voice coming from 
afar. 

“OQOOOOOKH, PISS OFF! ALL OF YOU!” 

Everyone on the front lawn turned toward a disheveled man at the 
refreshment stand. His shaggy hair was in desperate need of a barber, and 
his tight brown suit was in desperate need of a tailor. The man feverishly 
smoked a wooden pipe, and from the way he was leaning on the 
refreshment counter, it was obvious he had enjoyed one too many 
refreshments. 

“FOR THE LOVE OF CHAMPION—IT’S JUST BRYSTAL! A FEW 
MAGIC TRICKS DOESN’T MAKE HER A SAINT!” 

“Brooks?” Brystal gasped. 

Unlike their mother, the last year hadn’t been kind to her oldest brother. 
His muscular build had melted into a belly, his handsome face was puffy 
and covered in stubble, and his pompous attitude had been replaced with a 
noticeable chip on his shoulder. All the wedding guests slowly backed away 
from Brystal, and she zigzagged through the crowd to stand at her brother’s 
side. 

“Thanks for that,” she told him. “Hi, Brooks.... You look so... It’s so 
nice to... Hi, Brooks.” 

“Dont,” he said. 

“Don’t what?” she asked. 

“Don’t bother wasting that fairy crap on me. I’m not like those idiots. A 
little kindness and a few sparkles aren’t going to turn me into one of your 
deranged sycophants. I don’t care who you are or what you’ve become, 


you’ll always be my annoying, know-it-all little sister. So don’t come over 
here expecting me to eat out of the palm of your hand—” 

Brystal suddenly threw her arms around her brother and gave him a 
huge hug. 

“You have no idea how nice it is to hear someone say that!” she said. 

Brooks was surprised by her reaction. “Well... I mean it,” he said. “Now 
get off me before your magic rubs off. I don’t want those bootlickers asking 
me for favors.” 

Brystal released him from her embrace. Brooks ordered another drink 
from the bartender behind the counter. The bartender wasn’t pouring as fast 
as Brooks liked, so Brooks yanked the bottle away from him and poured the 
drink himself. Brystal studied her brother with a long, pitying gaze. She 
tried to fix a strand of his messy hair, but Brooks slapped her hand away. 

“So... how are you?” Brystal asked him, although the answer was pretty 
obvious. 

“Oh, juuuuuuuuust dandy!” Brooks said. “Things couldn’t be better. 
Let’s see, my little brother is getting married to one of the most eligible 
bachelorettes in the Southern Kingdom, my little sister is the most 
influential person to ever live, and I’m working in a cobbler’s shop! So 
noooooooooo complaints here! Life is going great!” 

“You’re working in a shoe store?” Brystal asked, and quickly adjusted 
her tone. “I mean, you’re working in a shoe store! How exciting! But why 
aren’t you a Deputy Justice anymore?” 

“Justice Oldragaid got me disbarred,” Brooks said. 

“What?! When?!” 

“After your trial last year, he reported my negligent behavior to the High 
Justices. They took away my title and my robes and banished me from the 
legal system for life.” 

“Brooks, I am so sorry to hear that,” Brystal said. “If there’s anything I 
can do to make it up to you, please don’t hesitate to ask.” 

“Don’t worry, it wasn’t your fault,” Brooks said. “Everyone knows 
Oldragaid had me sacked to get revenge on Father. Sometimes I think it was 
all worth it just to see the look on Oldragaid’s disgusting face when Father 
burst into his courtroom and saved your life.” 

“I bet Father regrets it now,” Brystal said. “Still, I’m sorry you had to 
pay the price for it.” 


Brooks took a long drag from his pipe and slowly let it out. 

“Tt was probably for the best,” he said. “Let’s be honest, I was a lousy 
Deputy Justice anyway. I never cared about defending or prosecuting 
criminals; I only went to the University of Law to please Father. Now I’m 
finally free to follow my passion.” 

“And what’s that?” Brystal asked. 

She wasn’t trying to be rude, she just genuinely didn’t know the answer. 
While they were growing up, the only subject Brooks was interested in was 
himself. He opened his mouth to respond, but he didn’t know the answer 
either. 

“Now I’m finally free to find a passion,” he restated. 

Brystal gave her brother a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. 

“I know you’ll land on your feet,” she said. “You think too highly of 
yourself to stay in a funk forever.” 

“Yes, I do.” 

Brystal suddenly felt a strange sensation—it was like the feeling of 
being watched, but the exact opposite. For the first time since she had 
arrived, the wedding guests were no longer gawking at her. Their attention 
was drawn to something moving in the distance. A cavalcade of armed 
guards escorted an elegant carriage down the country road. The guards blew 
horns to announce their arrival and carried flags with the royal crest of King 
Champion XIV. 

“Ts the king coming to Barrie’s wedding?” Brystal asked. 

“I imagine,” Brooks said with a hiccup. “Barrie’s marrying his niece.” 

Brystal was stunned. “Really? I had no idea.” 

“As if my younger brother getting married before me wasn’t humiliating 
enough, he also managed to bag himself a royal. From this day forward, 
Barrie will be known as Lord Evergreen, and Pll be expected to bow and 
call him sir whenever I’m in his presence.” 

The thought was too much for Brooks to bear. He reached behind the 
refreshment counter and started chugging the closest bottle. 

The royal carriage parked on the front lawn and all the wedding guests 
surrounded it. The guards rolled out a red carpet for the royal passengers 
and then stood at attention while they emerged. A middle-aged man was the 
first passenger to step out of the carriage. He wore a red velvet cape with 
fur trim and a large feathered hat. The man had a black beard that was a 


little too dark to pass as a natural color and a cocky grin that never faded 
from his face. He scoffed at his first sight of the Evergreen residence, like 
he was far too important to be there. 

“Who’s that?” Brystal asked her brother. 

“That’s Prince Maximus Champion, the future King Champion XV,” 
Brooks said. 

“T wonder why I’ve never met him before,” Brystal said. 

“Probably because he hates your guts,” Brooks said. “Prince Maximus is 
extremely old-fashioned and detests how you changed the constitution. I 
heard rumors that he begged his father to reinstate the old laws, but the king 
wouldn’t hear a word of it. Apparently, ever since you defeated the Snow 
Queen, you’re the only person King Champion takes advice from.” 

Prince Maximus was followed by five young men, all between the ages 
of twelve and twenty. The young men looked like younger versions of the 
prince and wore matching capes and feathered hats. They scanned the 
Evergreen property with a noticeable blankness behind their eyes, as if none 
of them had ever had a deep thought. 

The wedding guests bowed as each of the royals climbed out of the 
carriage. Brystal was hoping King Champion XIV would emerge next, but 
the sovereign never appeared. 

“I’m assuming those are Maximus’s sons,” Brystal said. 

“Their names are Triumph, Conquer, Victory, Score, and Marvel,” 
Brooks listed. “But don’t ask me who’s who. I doubt their father can even 
tell them apart.” 

“Why isn’t the king with them?” Brystal asked. 

“T’ve heard rumors his health is declining,” Brooks said. 

“How odd,” Brystal said. “I just saw King Champion. He presented me 
with a statue in the Chariot Hills town square. He seemed perfectly healthy 
then.” 

“Well, you know the elderly—they reach a certain age and stop taking 
care of themselves,” Brooks said, and then chugged a second bottle from 
behind the counter. “Maximus will probably be sitting on the throne sooner 
than we expect.” 

The idea of losing King Champion XIV plagued Brystal with an entirely 
new batch of worries. Last year, she had persuaded him and the other 
sovereigns to legalize magic in exchange for protection from the Snow 


Queen. But what if Prince Maximus wasn’t as receptive as his father? How 
could Brystal protect magic, women, and the talking creatures from 
Maximus’s old-fashioned values? And if she couldn’t, would King 
Warworth, Queen Endustria, and King White follow his example? 


You better hope King Champion XIV sticks around.... 

Once Prince Maximus is crowned, he’ll restore the old laws.... 
He’ll turn his people against you.... 

He’ll convince the other sovereigns to do the same.... 


Everything you’ve worked for will be lost. 


For weeks, Brystal had worried about losing mankind’s approval, and 
now her concerns felt more legitimate than ever before. 


The laws will change.... 

Women will lose their rights.... 

The talking creatures will lose their homes.... 
Magic will be criminalized.... 


You and your friends will be hated once again. 


The princes worked their way through the crowd of adoring guests. 
Prince Maximus eventually made it to the group of Justices and greeted 
them with friendly embraces. Brystal couldn’t hear what they were 
discussing, but it was obvious the Justices were warning Prince Maximus of 
her attendance. All the men scowled at Brystal, but Prince Maximus’s scowl 
was the nastiest of all. 


He despises you... 

Possibly more than the Justices do.... 

He’ll never keep your amendments to the constitution.... 
He wants to eliminate you completely.... 


You’ve made yourself a powerful enemy. 


Brystal had so many things to worry about already, adding Prince 
Maximus to the list gave her a headache. She searched the front lawn for 
something—anything—to take her mind off it. Luckily, Brystal found the 
perfect distraction. 

While the princes greeted the wedding guests, a seventh passenger 
stepped out of the carriage. He was about sixteen years old and was much 
taller and better looking than the royals he traveled with. The young man 
had wavy brown hair, a chiseled jawline, and a scar on his left cheek that 
Brystal found very mysterious. Unlike the princes, he didn’t wear a 
feathered hat, a cape, or even a tie, but a simple maroon suit with an open 
shirt. 

“Who is he?” Brystal asked her brother. 

“How do you not know any of this?” Brooks said. “That’s Maximus’s 
nephew—Prince Gallivant, I believe—or maybe it’s Galantine? But he’s so 
far down the line of succession, who cares?” 

Brystal did. In fact, she couldn’t take her eyes off the prince. Brystal 
thought he was so striking just the sight of him made her blush. The 
attraction was the first pleasant emotion she had had in weeks, so she 
welcomed it and savored it for all it was worth. 

“Whatever his name is, he’s very handsome,” Brystal said. 

“I used to look like him,” Brooks said, and raised his bottle. “Enjoy it 
while it lasts, kid!” 

Brystal could tell Prince Gallivant was overwhelmed by all the wedding 
guests competing for the royals’ attention. He snuck around the crowd and 
headed straight under the tent. The prince sat in a chair in the back row and 


rested his feet on a seat in front of him. He removed a book from inside his 
jacket and read while he waited for the wedding to begin. Brystal didn’t 
think he could be more attractive, but knowing he was a reader made her 
heart flutter. 

A bell rang to announce the start of the ceremony and all the guests 
piled into the tent to find seats. Prince Maximus and his sons sat with the 
Justices, and the royal guards lined the perimeter of the tent to watch over 
them. Brooks sat in a section reserved for the Evergreen family at the very 
front. Brystal didn’t want to sit anywhere near her father or Prince 
Maximus, but her options were limited. 

“Pssst! Over here!” 

Brystal turned toward the voice and saw Prince Gallivant was waving at 
her. 

“Need a seat?” he asked, and nodded toward the empty chair beside him. 

“Oh, no thank you,” Brystal said. “It might be rude if I sit in the back at 
my brother’s wedding.” 

“Suit yourself,’ Prince Gallivant said. “Although, I’ve learned from 
personal experience, sitting in the back row makes it harder for people to 
stare at you. Unless you like that sort of thing.” 

After he’d put it that way, Brystal couldn’t refuse the offer, and she took 
the seat beside him. Being so close to the prince made Brystal blush even 
harder than before. She hoped her face didn’t look as warm as it felt. 

“You’re that Fairy Godsmacker, aren’t you?” he asked. 

“It’s Fairy Godmother,” Brystal said. “But yes, that’s what people call 
me these days.” 

“T’ve got a few titles myself,” the prince said. “My official name is 
Prince Gallivant Victorious Heroic Courageous Champion of Chariot Hills, 
but I’m also called the Duke of Southwestington—although, I’ve never 
been there—the Lord of Southeasternshire—that’s just a grassy field—and 
the Earl of Southnorthernburry—but I think they made that one up.” 

“T suddenly feel so much better about my title. Which of those names 
should I call you?” 

“Everybody just calls me Seven.” 

“Seven?” 

“Because I’m seventh in line for the throne,” the prince explained. 
“What do people call you when you’re not... um... Fairy Godmothering>?” 


It had been so long since someone asked for her real name Brystal had 
to think about it. 

“Oh, I’m Brystal—Brystal Evergreen.” 

“It’s nice to meet you, Brystal.” 

Seven shook Brystal’s hand and smiled at her. She quickly pulled it 
away before he noticed how clammy he made her palm. 

“You too, Seven,” she said. “Very nice.” 

At half past five o’clock, the ceremony finally started. Barrie was the 
first to appear in the wedding procession and walked the mother of the bride 
down to her seat. Then he took his position under the gazebo, so nervous 
his entire body was shaking. Brystal noticed a few of his buttons were 
already loose again. She discreetly waved her wand and tightened the 
buttons before they fell off. 

Barrie was followed down the aisle by his parents. Mrs. Evergreen was 
fighting back tears and gave her son a kiss on the cheek before taking her 
seat. The guests were touched by the sweet moment, but Brooks found it 
insufferable and groaned loudly. 

“What’s his deal?” Seven whispered. 

“He’s just being dramatic,” Brystal whispered back. “Brooks has to be 
the best at everything—including failure.” 

The comment made Seven snort and the noise caught Prince Maximus’s 
attention. He was furious to see that Seven was sitting next to Brystal and 
sent them both a scathing look. 

“Pm pretty sure your uncle hates me,” Brystal said. 

“Don’t take it personally—my uncle Max hates everyone,” Seven said. 

“When Maximus takes the throne, will I have to call you Six?” Brystal 
asked. 

“That’s assuming my grandfather doesn’t outlive us all,” Seven said. 

“How’s the king feeling? I heard he was ill.” 

“Nah, he’s perfectly healthy,” Seven said. “Uncle Max likes to spread 
those rumors, though. Every time my grandpa so much as clears his throat, 
Max starts planning his coronation. But I’m guessing Gramps will be 
around for another decade or so.” 

“Thank goodness,” Brystal said. 

The groomsmen and bridesmaids made their way down the aisle, then 
all the guests rose to welcome the bride. Lady Penny Charming was a short 


and skinny woman with bright red hair—but that was all Brystal could see. 
Penny’s wedding dress and veil were so monstrous her face was hardly 
visible. 

“Eeek,” Seven said. “Is that Penny or has the Snow Queen returned?” 

“HAAAA!” 

The laugh erupted out of Brystal’s mouth before she knew it was 
coming. The disruption made the whole wedding come to a screeching halt. 
Penny paused halfway down the aisle, and all the wedding guests turned in 
Brystal’s direction. 

“Pm so sorry,” she said, and pretended she was crying. “Weddings make 
me emotional. Please, carry on.” 

Brystal couldn’t believe she had just laughed. The feeling lasted only a 
moment, but it was a huge relief to know she was still capable of joy. 

After an awkward silence, the ceremony resumed. Penny eventually 
reached the end of the aisle and the guests were seated. A monk appeared 
under the gazebo and took his place between the bride and groom. As the 
monk began his officiation, Seven opened his book and continued reading. 

“Get comfortable,” he whispered. 

“Do you always bring a book to weddings?” Brystal asked. 

“Only to royal weddings,” he said. “They last forever. The Duke and 
Duchess of Northgate’s wedding was so long, by the time it was over, they 
were already divorced.” 

Seven made Brystal laugh again, but this time, she kept it quiet. 

“What are you reading anyway?” she asked. 

Seven tilted the book to show her the title. 

“The Tales of Tidbit Twitch, Volume 4,” he said. 

Brystal was shocked. “You’re kidding! That’s my favorite book series!” 

“Seriously? I didn’t think anyone else even knew about these books.” 

“T’ve read the first one a dozen times,” she said. “I know they’re meant 
for children, but nothing makes me happier than a story about a mouse 
defeating a monster.” 

Seven smiled at Brystal and looked so deeply into her eyes Brystal had 
to remind herself they had just met. She felt like she had known the prince 
her entire life—perhaps longer. 

“Maybe we could read it together sometime,” he said. 

“Td like that,” she said. 


Brystal’s heart was beating so fast she thought it might pop out of her 
chest. Apparently, the prince could make her feel all kinds of things that no 
one else could. 

The ceremony continued, and just like Seven had warned, it lasted much 
longer than any other wedding Brystal had been to. The monk gave lengthy 
thanks to each of the royals, Justices, and aristocrats in attendance, and once 
all the noblemen and noblewomen were singled out, the monk performed a 
long-winded monologue about the history of the Southern Kingdom, and he 
honored all the sovereigns from King Champion I to King Champion XIV 
with detailed tributes. Barrie and Penny drank from ceremonial cups, they 
cut ribbons and tied strings, they lit candles and crushed plates, and by the 
time they reached the vows, it was already night. 

“Deputy Justice Barrie Evergreen, do you take this woman as your 
lawfully wedded wife, to help you serve Our Lord and obey the will of His 
Majesty, King Champion XIV?” 

“I do,” Barrie said. 

“And do you, Lady Penny Charming, take this man as your lawfully 
wedded husband, to help you serve Our Lord and obey the will of His 
Majesty, King Champion XIV?” 

“I do,” Penny said—or at least, a voice under her veil did. 

“Then with the power entrusted in me by the Southern Kingdom, I now 
pronounce you Lord and Lady Ever—” 

BOOM! Suddenly, the roof was blasted clean off the tent! BOOM! The 
gazebo exploded! BOOM! Justice Evergreen’s hat was blown off his head! 
BOOM! BOOM! Dirt flew into the air as the front lawn was covered in 
explosions! BOOM! BOOM! Mrs. Evergreen screamed as huge chunks of 
the Evergreen house were blown away! BOOM! BOOM! 

“What’s happening?” Seven shouted. 

“We’re under attack!” Brystal said. 

In a matter of seconds, the wedding became a war zone, and all the 
guests ran for their lives. The royal guards pulled Seven away from Brystal 
and formed a protective circle around the princes. 

Brystal recognized the sound of cannons immediately, but there were so 
many people running amok she couldn’t see where the attack was coming 
from. 

The firing stopped for a brief moment and the debris cleared. Brystal 


spotted a row of smoking cannons on the top of a nearby hill. At first, 
Brystal thought her eyes were deceiving her, because it looked like the 
cannons were being reloaded by ghosts! Their attackers wore silver robes 
with the images of white wolves on their chests, and their faces were hidden 
under masks. There were hundreds of them, and the ghostly men reloaded 
the cannons with bright red cannonballs that glowed in the dark. 

“Don’t worry!” she told the panicked guests. “I can protect us!” 

Brystal waved her wand and covered the Evergreen property in a shield 
like a glass dome. The men lit the cannons again, and to Brystal’s absolute 
horror, their cannonballs soared through the air and pierced through her 
shield! 

BOOM! A cannonball whirled right past Brystal’s head! BOOM! 
BOOM! The attackers were aiming at her now! BOOM! BOOM! The blasts 
struck the ground, getting closer and closer to where Brystal stood! BOOM! 
BOOM! Brystal was in a state of shock and couldn’t move! BOOM! 
BOOM! She had never seen anything penetrate a magic shield before! 
BOOM! BOOM! 

Right when Brystal was about to get hit, the attackers ran out of 
cannonballs—but they werent finished yet! A man wearing a crown of 
metal spikes appeared through the smoky haze. He descended the hill with a 
sack of arrows in one hand and a crossbow in the other. Brystal knew she 
couldn’t just stand there, but she didn’t know what to do. If their weapons 
could penetrate her magic, how was she supposed to save herself? 

“BRYSTAL!” Seven shouted. 

The prince broke free from the royal guards and sprinted across the 
lawn. The man on the hill loaded his crossbow and fired his first shot. 
Seven jumped in front of Brystal, and the arrow hit the front of his leg. He 
fell on the ground screaming in agony. 

“Don't just stand there!” Seven yelled at the guards. “A prince has been 
shot! Go after them!” 

Half of the guards stayed with the princes, while the other half charged 
after the attackers on the hill. The archer had more than enough arrows to 
shoot the approaching guards, but instead, he gave the ghostly men a signal, 
and the attackers retreated into the countryside. 

“Seven, hold still!” Brystal said. “This might hurt!” 

She knelt beside him and pulled the arrow out of his leg. Seven 


screamed again, but Brystal waved her wand and healed his wound. 

“Thanks,” Seven said. 

“No, thank you,” Brystal said. “I don’t know what came over me.” 

“Who are those men? Why are they attacking your brother’s wedding?” 

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never seen anyone like—AHHH!” 

Brystal suddenly screamed because the arrow was burning her hand. She 
dropped it on the ground and took a closer look at it. The arrowhead was 
made from the same material as the cannonballs that had penetrated her 
shield. It was as solid as rock and flickered as if there was fire trapped 
inside it. 

“What’s wrong?” Seven asked. 

“The arrow—it burned me!” Brystal said. 

Seven tapped the arrowhead with his finger but it didn’t burn him. 

“Are you allergic to it?” he asked. 

“But what is it?” she said. 

By the time the royal guards reached the top of the hill, all the attackers 
had disappeared with their weapons, but the ghostly men had left a message 
behind. A collection of tall wooden posts had been assembled and set 
ablaze to spell out three words: 


DIE MAGIC SCUM 


Brystal read the burning message, and her whole body went tense. 
“T guess they weren’t here for the wedding,” Seven said. 
“No,” she said. “They were here for me.” 





CHAPTER FOUR 


A _BEWITCHING OFFER 


The following morning, the Fairy Council was gathered around Brystal’s 


glass desk, staring down at the glowing arrow as if it were a poisonous 
animal. 

“They came out of nowhere and then disappeared without a trace,” 
Brystal recalled. “There were hundreds of them. They all wore the same 
silver robes and masks that covered everything but their eyes. The image of 
a white wolf was stitched across their chests like a crest of some kind. They 
used wooden posts to spell out Die Magic Scum and set it on fire. It was the 
only thing they left behind.” 

“Creepy,” Skylene said, and shivered at Brystal’s account. 

“Are you sure they didn’t leave anything else?” Emerelda pressed. 
“There weren’t any footprints or tracks? Any clues about who they are or 
where they came from?” 

“Pm positive,” Brystal said. “I searched the area for hours and found 
nothing.” 

Tangerina was vigorously flipping through the pages of a thick book. It 
contained illustrations of different armies, navies, and royal guards 
throughout history, and the official uniforms each division wore. 

“Are there any other details you can give me?” Tangerina asked. 

“The archer had a crown of sharp metal spikes,” Brystal said. “That’s all 
I could see.” 

Tangerina tossed the book aside. “None of these uniforms match your 
description,” she said. “Whoever they are, they aren’t from an official fleet 
in any of the kingdoms.” 


Brystal’s eyes filled with fear. “Then maybe they were ghosts,” she said. 

The comment sent chills down the fairies’ spines. Emerelda used a 
handkerchief to pick up the red arrow, and she inspected the glowing 
arrowhead with an emerald magnifying glass. 

“And you said their cannonballs were made from the same material?” 
she asked. 

Brystal nodded. “Their arrows and cannonballs went straight through 
my shield,” she said. “Not only is the stone immune to magic, it also burns 
my skin whenever I touch it. Other people were in contact with it, too, but it 
didn’t seem to hurt them. I suspect it’s only harmful to people with magic in 
their blood.” 

Emerelda cautiously touched the arrowhead with her index finger and 
quickly pulled it away—it burned her skin, too. The fairies passed the red 
arrow around, and the glowing stone had the same effect on all of them, 
confirming Brystal’s suspicion. 

“How strange,” Skylene said. “It burns but it doesn’t leave a mark.” 

“Tt must be a new invention,” Emerelda said. “I’ve spent my whole life 
around rare stones and gems, but I never saw anything like this in the 
mines.” 

“Actually, I think it’s pretty old,” Xanthous said. 

Like Tangerina, Xanthous was also searching through a big book. The 
pages contained sketches of different weapons used throughout history. He 
opened the book to a section on archery and placed it on the desk beside the 
red arrow. 

“Take a close look at the red arrow,” Xanthous said. “Notice the shape 
of the arrowhead? See how it’s been cut like a triangle? Now look at the 
shaft and the fletching. See how they’ve been painted black?” 

The fairies studied the red arrow and nodded. 

“Now compare the red arrow to the sketch of a modern arrow in the 
book,” Xanthous went on. “See how modern arrowheads are shaped like 
diamonds? Notice how the shafts and fletching are colorless? There’s a 
reason for that. Over time, archers learned that arrows fly better when the 
tips are narrow, and they travel farther without the weight of paint.” 

“So how old is it?” Skylene asked. 

Xanthous gulped. “Well, if my theory is right, then it’s not just old—it’s 
ancient.” 


He turned the page and showed them the sketches in the previous 
section. No one could deny it—the red arrow looked exactly like the arrows 
used in ancient times. Brystal paced behind her desk as she thought about 
the revelation. 

“If the weapons are ancient, they must have a limited supply,” Brystal 
said. “That explains why they used them so sparingly. They only used 
enough cannonballs to get my attention, and even though they had plenty, 
they only shot one arrow at me. They weren’t there for a full-fledged battle 
—they were there to hurt me.” 

“Pm confused,” Emerelda said. “Why haven’t we heard of these 
weapons before? And where did those men find them?” 

“Maybe they didn’t find them, maybe they were saving them,” Brystal 
said. “It’s possible this group has been around since ancient times, too. 
There are a lot of secret societies that have been operating for centuries.” 

“Like what?” Skylene asked. 

“Skylene, they wouldn’t be secret if we knew about them,” Tangerina 
said. 

“Oh,” Skylene said. “But then why wait until now to attack? Why only 
target one person? And at a wedding of all places?” 

“Tsn’t it obvious?” Brystal asked. “For the first time in six hundred 
years, magic is legal and accepted in all four kingdoms—whoever they are, 
they’ve never had a bigger reason to attack. And nothing starts a war faster 
than eliminating the leader of your adversary. So they waited for the perfect 
time to strike.” 

It was a very unsettling idea to process. The magical community had 
plenty of enemies, but none with such powerful resources. 

“Tt’s especially cruel to ruin such a special occasion,” Skylene said. “As 
far as I’m concerned, hate is no excuse for rudeness.” 

“Poor Barrie,” Tangerina said. “Are they going to have another 
wedding?” 

“He and Penny decided to complete the ceremony in private,” Brystal 
said. “I can’t blame them. Everyone was pretty traumatized after the attack. 
My father was so shaken up he actually asked me to repair the damage with 
magic.” 

“We should postpone our events until these men are caught,” Emerelda 
said. “It’s a miracle no one was killed at the wedding, but imagine what 


might happen if thousands of innocent people were watching.” 

“T agree,” Brystal said. “And I don’t want the other fairies hearing about 
this. The magical community has spent enough time living in fear.” 

“Are you two nuts?” 

The Fairy Council turned around and saw Lucy had snuck into the office 
without their noticing. She was stretched out on the glass sofa, 
eavesdropping on their conversation. 

“You’re supposed to be suspended!” Tangerina reprimanded. 

“You’re supposed to be suspended,” Lucy mimicked. “That’s how dumb 
you sound.” 

Brystal sighed. “Lucy, I don’t have the energy for this,” she said. “You 
know you’re not allowed at Fairy Council meetings.” 

Lucy hopped to her feet. “This is no time to be divided!” she declared. 
“There’s a squad of ghostly terrorists using ancient weapons to enact hate 
crimes! We need all hands on deck!” 

“We’ve got plenty of hands, thank you very much,” Skylene said. 

“But you’re already making mistakes!” Lucy professed. “The last thing 
we should do is cancel events and keep quiet about this. We need as much 
public support as possible! The more awareness we spread, the more likely 
we’ ll find out who these creeps are. We should put up posters asking people 
to come forward with information. We can offer a reward in exchange for 
evidence—like a cash prize, a unicorn, or Tangerina!” 

“Hey!” Tangerina yelled. 

“As soon as word gets out that the beloved Fairy Godmother is in 
danger, people will be begging to help us!” Lucy continued. “In the 
meantime, we should hire a professional investigator to help us track down 
the men. I know a brilliant detective in the Eastern Kingdom—full 
disclosure, he’s also a children’s party clown, but no one can solve a 
mystery quicker than Juggles!” 

Brystal rolled her eyes. “Thank you, Lucy,” she said unenthusiastically. 
“The council will take your suggestions into consideration. Now, please, 
leave the office.” 

“Come on, Brystal, you’ve got to listen to me!” Lucy pleaded. “I’ve 
warned you what might happen if we don’t keep people interested in magic! 
Getting the public involved in a manhunt is the perfect opportunity to keep 
them excited about us!” 


“Lucy, please—” 

“These ghost guys know exactly what they’re doing,” she went on. 
“They’ve got costumes, ancient weapons, sneak attacks, burning signs— 
they’re putting on a great show! What happens if destroying magic becomes 
more entertaining than magic itself? What happens if they make it trendy to 
hate us again?” 

Once again, Lucy was overwhelming Brystal with her unsolicited 
advice. Brystal waved her wand, and the office doors flew open. 

“T’ve already asked you to leave,” she said. “If I have to ask you again, 
consider yourself banned from the council.” 

It took all of Lucy’s physical and mental restraint to bite her tongue. She 
sulked to the door, stomping her feet loudly as she went. As Lucy left the 
office, Mrs. Vee entered with her arms full of large scrolls. Lucy didn’t even 
acknowledge the housekeeper as she passed her in the doorway. 

“Well, Lucy seems quiet,” Mrs. Vee said. “I guess there’s a first time for 
everything. HA-HA!” 

“What can I do for you, Mrs. Vee?” Brystal asked. 

“I hope I’m not interrupting anything important,” the housekeeper said. 
“T finally finished the blueprints for the kitchen expansion and I was too 
excited to keep them to myself. With your permission, I’m planning to 
knock down the south wall and add a modest ten thousand square feet. Yes, 
it’s a little extravagant, and yes, it includes a day spa. But as the famous 
phrase goes, Happy cook, happy outlook! HA-HA!” 

Mrs. Vee headed to Brystal’s desk with a happy bounce in her step. 
Skylene gasped as an exciting idea popped into her head. 

“We should show Mrs. Vee the arrow!” she told the others. “She’s pretty 
ancient, too—maybe she knows the answers we’re looking for?” 

“Ancient?” The housekeeper was offended by the comment. “I may 
have more yesterdays than tomorrows, but I’m still a child in tortoise years! 
HA-HA!” 

Skylene carefully raised the red arrow off the desk. “Mrs. Vee, have you 
seen something like this before?” she asked. “Brystal was attacked last 
night by men in silver robes! They had weapons made from this weird stone 
that defies magic!” 

“Well, Pm no stranger to strange men, but that doesn’t mean I know 
every Tom, Bob, and Joe in—” 


As soon as Mrs. Vee laid eyes on the red arrow, she went silent and all 
the color drained from her face. The housekeeper dropped her blueprints, 
and her whole body started trembling. She fearfully backed into a wall and 
slid to the floor. 

“No!” Mrs. Vee shrieked. “It can’t be!” 

Her reaction stunned the Fairy Council. They had never seen Mrs. Vee 
even frown before, but the arrow had sent the housekeeper into a nervous 
breakdown. 

“Mrs. Vee, have you seen one of these arrows before?” Brystal asked. 

“N-n-never in person,” she stuttered. “B-b-but I know what it is.” 

“What about the men who attacked Brystal?” Emerelda asked. “Do you 
know who they are?” 

Mrs. Vee nodded, and tears spilled down her face, like the question was 
painful to answer. 

“The Three Thirty-Three!” she gasped. 

“The Three Thirty-Three?” the fairies asked in unison. 

“THE THREE THIRTY-THREE!” 

Mrs. Vee became hysterical and wailed like she was being attacked 
herself. She jumped to her feet and ran out of the office without saying 
another word. The fairies could hear her screaming as she ran down the 
floating steps and headed to her chambers on the first floor. 

“What the heck just happened?” Tangerina asked. 

“Mrs. Vee just confirmed we have the right to be worried,” Emerelda 
said. 

“But what does the Three Thirty-Three mean?” Xanthous asked. “Is that 
just their name or are there specifically three hundred and thirty-three of 
them?” 

“Either way, we need to find out,” Brystal said. “PI check on Mrs. Vee 
and see if I can get any more information from her. Emerelda will cancel all 
our upcoming appointments until further notice, and none of us will 
mention a word of this to anyone.” 

The Fairy Council nodded at her instructions. Brystal headed to the 
door, but before she could get out of the office, Lucy suddenly returned and 
blocked the doorway. Her round face was bright red and she was out of 
breath. 

“Lucy, I told you to—” 


1? 


“Sorry, I know I’m not supposed to be here 
something is happening that you should know about!” 

“Don’t worry, we already know,” Brystal said. “I’m on my way to check 
on her.” 

“Huh?” Lucy asked. “Oh, I’m not talking about Mrs. Vee—although, it’s 
always unsettling to see an old woman running down a steep flight of stairs 
—TI’m talking about the border! Something is trying to break into the Fairy 
Territory!” 

The Fairy Council quickly dashed across the office and looked out the 
window. The grounds were filled with students practicing their magic, but 
they had all stopped to watch something moving in the distance. At the 
edge of the property, a section of the hedge barrier was shaking and 
swaying like a monstrous creature was trying to push through it. 

“You think it’s the Flirty Dirty-Three? Or whatever they’re called?” 
Skylene asked. 

“That’s impossible!” Emerelda said. “No one can get through the barrier 
unless they have magic in their blood!” 

“But their weapons broke through Brystal’s shield!” Xanthous said. 
“They might have a way to break through the barrier, too!” 

It was a horrifying possibility and Brystal wasn’t going to take any 
chances. She ran outside as fast as she could and her friends followed her. 
The Fairy Council hurried to the border and formed a line of defense 
between the hedge barrier and the students. 

“Everyone inside the academy!” Brystal commanded. “Now!” 

The students could sense the panic in her voice and quickly headed for 
the castle. Shortly after the Fairy Council arrived, Horence galloped across 
the property on his three-headed horse and joined the fairies. The knight 
leaped to the ground with his sword raised, ready to protect the academy at 
all costs, but Brystal worried it still wouldn’t be enough to stop the 333. 

The hedge shook and swayed harder and harder, and the branches 
snapped and crunched louder and louder. Suddenly, all the leaves in the area 
turned yellow and wilted to the ground. The hedge rotted away, forming a 
wide opening, and the trespasser appeared. It was a large carriage that was 
shaped like a human skull. The whole vehicle was painted black and its 
windows were designed like cobwebs. There were no drivers, horses, or 
wheels, and instead, the carriage crawled on eight wooden legs like a 


Lucy panted. “But 


massive spider. It crept out of the hedge and stopped a few feet in front of 
the Fairy Council. The legs bent slowly as the carriage planted its belly to 
the ground. The door swung open with gusto and a passenger stepped 
outside. 

The passenger was an attractive woman in a tight black gown that coiled 
around her body like a snake. Her skin was as pale as bone, her lips were as 
red as fresh blood, and she wore ashy makeup around her wide, dark eyes. 
The ends of her long black hair burned like thousands of dying matches, 
shrouding the woman in a smoky fog. 

“Well, well, well,” she said. “Look at all the color.” 

The woman spoke with an airy voice, and she gazed around the academy 
with a mischievous grin. Although Brystal was relieved the trespasser 
wasn’t from the 333, there was still something menacing about the woman 
that Brystal didn’t trust. 

“Who are you?” she asked. 

The woman’s smile grew when her eyes landed on Brystal. As she 
walked toward Brystal, the grass turned brown and shriveled under the 
woman’s feet. Brystal raised her wand at the mysterious visitor, but the 
woman wasn’t intimidated in the slightest. 

“There’s no need to point that thing at me, dear,” she said. “We’re on the 
same side.” 

“TIl be the judge of that,” Brystal said. “Now, who are you?” 

“My name is Mistress Mara,” the woman said with a shallow bow. “And 
you must be the famous Fairy Godmother. I’d recognize your sparkling 
wardrobe and confident disposition from miles away. We are absolutely 
thrilled to make your acquaintance.” 

“We?” Brystal asked. 

“Girls, come out and meet the Fairy Godmother!” the woman called to 
the carriage. “And remember to use your manners!” 

At her request, four adolescent girls emerged from the carriage. They 
were all around the age of thirteen, and they wore identical black cloaks 
with pointed hoods, and striped stockings that matched the colors of their 
hair. 

“Allow me to introduce Sprout, Hareiet, Beebee, and Stitches,” Mistress 
Mara said. “Girls, this is the legendary Fairy Godmother, but she needs no 
introduction.” 


Sprout was the tallest of the group, and she had bushy green hair that 
barely fit under her hood. Hareiet was bucktoothed and had a twitchy nose 
and two purple braids, and one of her eyebrows was permanently raised in 
suspicion. Beebee was the smallest and roundest of the girls. She had short 
blue curls and very thick glasses, and she seemed to be buzzing with 
excitement. Stitches had wiry orange hair, an unusually wide mouth, and a 
blue eye that was slightly bigger than her red eye. 

The girls bowed to Brystal, and she noticed that all the women— 
including Mistress Mara—wore a golden necklace with a white moonstone. 
Once they were introduced, the girls eyed the property with creepy smirks 
that made the Fairy Council uneasy. 

“Are they your daughters?” Brystal asked. 

“Oh, heavens no,” Mistress Mara said with a laugh. “I’m merely a 
mentor to these four. Personally, I never understood the appeal of 
motherhood. Why create life when you could enjoy your own?” 

The woman threw her head back and laughed at the remark. Brystal 
lowered her wand and the students at the castle figured it was safe to return. 
Slowly but surely, all the fairies throughout the territory gathered behind the 
Fairy Council and studied the curious visitors. 

“Please forgive the mess we made on the way in,” Mistress Mara said. 
“We got tired of looking for the entrance, so we created our own.” 

“What are you doing here?” Brystal asked. 

“Why, we’ve come to pay our respects to the great Fairy Godmother, of 
course,” the Mistress said. “What you’ve done for the magical community 
is nothing short of a miracle. I never thought I’d see a day when we could 
live as openly, as freely, and as safely as we do now. My girls and I are so 
grateful we were compelled to thank you face-to-face.” 

Her compliments were kind, but Brystal could tell they weren’t sincere. 

“I’m flattered,” she said. 

“As you should be,” Mistress Mara said. “In fact, you’ve been such a 
source of inspiration, I decided to follow in your footsteps, and I recently 
opened a school of my own.” 

Brystal was surprised to hear it. “You opened a school of magic?” 

“Not exactly,” the Mistress said with a twinkle in her eye. “There is so 
much more to the magical community than just magic. And while no one 
can deny the progress you’ve made, let’s be honest, you don’t represent the 


entire community, do you?” 

“Excuse me?” 

“T don’t mean any offense, dear. I’m simply stating the obvious. Half of 
our community has been horribly neglected in all your endeavors. We’ve 
been shunned, shamed, and denied the same opportunities. So I’ve opened a 
school to fix that.” 

Skylene gasped. “They’re witches!” she exclaimed. 

“They can’t be!” Tangerina said. “Witchcraft distorts people’s 
appearance—and they’re too pretty to be witches!” 

Mistress Mara gave a patronizing laugh, like they were children in 
grown-up clothes. 

“Witches have evolved in ways you couldn’t imagine,” she said. 

Tangerina and Skylene were spooked by the comment. They pulled 
Lucy in front of them and used her as a shield. 

“You’re wrong about me,” Brystal said. “I created the Fairy Territory so 
everyone in our community would have a home. It doesn’t matter what your 
specialty is, or what your interests are, everyone is welcome. We don’t 
discriminate here.” 

“You may tolerate witches, but you don’t encourage them,” Mistress 
Mara said. “If it were up to you, we’d all be converted into fairies by now. 
But witches aren’t something you can just wish away. We’ve been in the 
world just as long as fairies have, and we’re here to stay.” 

The witch moved through the Fairy Council, leaving a trail of dead grass 
behind her, and she addressed all the fairies watching her throughout the 
property. 

“Without question, the Fairy Godmother has made magic more 
acceptable, respectable, and admirable than ever before. Dare I say it, she’s 
made fairies normal. But some of us don’t want to be normal, do we? Some 
of us were born with a strong desire to be different. Some of us prefer the 
strange and unusual to the safe and predictable. Deep down, you know 
you’ll never be satisfied with granting wishes and rewarding good deeds. 
Deep down, you know you’ll never thrive among flowers and unicorns. You 
and I are creatures of the night, children of the moon, and the only way to 
lead a fulfilling life is by embracing the darkness within us. And luckily, I 
can teach you how.” 

“So that’s why you’re here,” Lucy said. “You’re trying to poach our 


students!” 

Mistress Mara turned to Lucy with her first genuine smile of the visit. 

“My, my, my,” she said. “Is that the notorious Lucy Goose I see?” 

“Actually, it’s pronounced GOO—oh wait, you said it right.” 

“Pm a big admirer of your work,” Mistress Mara said. “Is it true you 
destroyed the Western Dam with just a touch of your hands?” 

Lucy shrugged self-consciously. “It wasn’t my finest moment,” she said. 

“T beg to differ,” the witch said. “It’s very rare to find someone with 
gifts like yours. We’d be honored to have you at our school.” 

“Seriously?” Lucy asked in disbelief. “Wow, it’s been a long time since 
someone actually wanted me to—” 

The Fairy Council shot her a dirty look. 

“Um... I mean, no thanks,” Lucy said. “I admit the overall cheerfulness 
of this place can be obnoxious at times, but it’s home.” 

“Pity,” Mistress Mara said. “We could have done great things together.” 

The witch spun around and continued her pitch to the other fairies. 

“As for the rest of you, the Ravencrest School of Witchcraft is officially 
open and ready for enrollment. If my words resonated with you today, if 
you’re eager to connect to your true nature, to unlock limitless potential, 
and to expand your abilities beyond the Fairy Godmother’s definition of 
magic, then perhaps you belong with us.” 

Mistress Mara extended an open hand toward her audience. Brystal 
nervously watched the fairies as they considered the witch’s offer. She 
could tell some of them were intrigued by the invitation, but no one said a 
word or stepped forward. 

“As you can see, we’re all perfectly happy here,” Brystal said. “I’m 
sorry you made the trip for nothing.” 

“Very well,” Mistress Mara said. “Consider this an open invitation. 
Should any of you change your mind, the Ravencrest School of Witchcraft 
is in the Northwestern Woods between the Dwarf and Elf Territories. We 
hope to see you soon.” 

The witch returned to the black carriage and held the door open while 
Sprout, Hareiet, Beebee, and Stitches climbed inside. Just as Mistress Mara 
was about to shut the door behind herself, she was stopped by a voice 
across the grounds. 

“Wait! Don’t leave!” 


Brystal recognized the voice immediately. She glanced over her 
shoulder, praying she was mistaken, but her ears weren’t deceiving her. A 
young fairy pushed her way to the front of the crowd and presented herself 
to the witch. 

“Pd like to join your school of witchcraft, Mistress Mara!” Pip 
announced. 

The witch observed her like a cat observing a mouse. 

“Excellent,” she said. “Please come inside and take a seat.” 

Pip was excited to join the witches and sprinted toward the carriage. 
Before she could climb aboard, Brystal grabbed Pip’s wrist and pulled her 
aside. 

“Pip, what are you doing?” 

“T’m joining the Ravencrest School of Witchcraft.” 

“No! I won’t let them take you!” Brystal exclaimed. 

“They aren’t taking me; I want to go,” Pip said. “Everything Mistress 
Mara said about being different is exactly how I’ve been feeling—lI’ve just 
never been able to explain why. Maybe the reason I feel so empty all the 
time is because I’m in the wrong place? Maybe I belong with the witches?” 

“We all feel different from time to time, but that doesn’t make someone 
a witch!” 

“There’s only one way to know for sure. If I don’t go with them, I may 
regret it forever.” 

Brystal couldn’t believe how determined she was to leave. Pip tried to 
get away from Brystal, but Brystal wouldn’t let go of her wrist. 

“Pip, you’re like a sister to me! I can’t let you do this!” 

“Tt’s not up to you! This is my choice!” 

“But this isn’t a choice—it’s a mistake!” 

“Then it’s my mistake to make!” 

As Pip pulled away from Brystal, her arm started to stretch like rubber. 
It expanded several feet as she headed toward the carriage, but Brystal 
reined her in like a long rope. 

“Pip, trust me, you don’t want to do this!” Brystal said. 

“Don’t tell me what I want!” Pip said. 

“They’re using your emotions to trick you! Witches earn people’s trust 
so they can manipulate them later! They don’t actually care about you!” 

“Neither do you! You just want to keep me here so you can control me! 


This academy is no different from the Bootstrap Correctional Facility! But I 
won’t be a prisoner anymore! I’m leaving whether you like it or not!” 

Pip kept stretching and stretching, and eventually, her wrist slipped out 
of Brystal’s hands. Her arm snapped back to normal and Brystal fell 
backward on the ground. By the time she got to her feet, Pip was already 
seated inside the carriage. Mistress Mara smiled and waved good-bye. 

“Once again, thanks for all the inspiration,” the witch said. 

“Pip, wait!” Brystal pleaded. “Please, come back!” 

Mistress Mara slammed the carriage door shut. The vehicle rose to its 
feet and crawled back into the hedge barrier. Brystal ran after the carriage, 
but there was nothing else she could do. 

Pip was gone. 





CHAPTER FIVE 


WARMTH FROM A COLD HEART 


After Pip’s departure from the academy, Brystal spent the rest of the day 


inside her office. She locked the double doors and applied a spell to keep 
everyone out, but even with complete isolation, Brystal never felt alone. 
Her disturbing thoughts had become so persistent they developed a 
presence of their own—like a shadow she couldn’t escape from. 


You should have done more for Pip.... 
But you were too busy to help her.... 
You were too selfish to care.... 


You let her down, and she made the biggest mistake of her life. 


The witches took her away, and she’s never coming back. 


The thoughts thrived in silence, as if a quiet room was their natural 
habitat. Although they didn’t make a physical sound, Brystal could have 
sworn they echoed around her. 


You can’t handle all of this.... 


Mankind’s approval... 
Prince Maximus... 

The Three Thirty-Three... 
Witches... 


You’re going to drown. 


Brystal had never felt more helpless in her life. She desperately needed 
advice on how to manage everything on her plate, but who in the world 
could help her? Who could answer all the questions tormenting her? Who 
could supply comfort and reassurance in a time like this? 

Her weary eyes drifted toward the globe beside her desk. Thankfully, the 
northern lights were dancing above the Northern Mountains like always. 
Brystal was relieved to see the lights hadn’t changed, but this time, they 
also gave her an idea. 

Perhaps there was someone she could talk to—or at least, half of 
someone. 

The idea quickly became a possibility, and the possibility quickly turned 
into a plan. Later that night, when the rest of the Fairy Territory was asleep, 
Brystal carefully wrapped the glowing red arrow in a handkerchief and 
dressed in a warm, sparkling coat. She quietly opened the windows of her 
office and floated outside in a large bubble. 

Brystal flew as high as she could so no one on the ground would notice 
her. She steered her bubble over the academy grounds, across the Troll and 
Goblin Territories, and into the clouds above the Northern Kingdom. The 
night air became colder and colder as she flew farther north, and soon the 
snowy Northern Mountains appeared below her. Still, Brystal continued her 
northern excursion and drifted deeper into the mountains, far beyond the 
reaches of civilization. 

In the distance, hovering above the sharp peaks of the mountain range, 
were the shimmering northern lights. Brystal landed on a snowy 
mountainside directly below the lights and popped the bubble with her 


wand. The howling wind was freezing, and Brystal pulled up the collar of 
her coat to shield her face. She had no clue what she should be looking for, 
but Brystal searched the frosted mountain for anything that might lead her 
in the right direction. 

All Brystal could see was the snow whirling around her, but as her eyes 
adjusted, she eventually noticed the narrow opening of a small cave. She 
squeezed through the opening and was grateful to get out of the bitter wind. 
She waved her wand and illuminated the dark cave with hundreds of 
twinkling lights. The lights filled the darkness like a swarm of fireflies, and 
Brystal discovered it wasn’t a cave after all, but a long tunnel. 

She cautiously followed the tunnel as it snaked deeper and deeper into 
the mountainside. As she went, Brystal noticed the walls of the tunnel were 
covered in scratches, as if a frightening creature had been dragged through 
it. Strangely, the unnerving sight gave Brystal hope—a frightening creature 
was exactly what she wanted to see. 

Brystal proceeded down the tunnel for miles. Just when she started to 
worry the passageway was endless, the tunnel opened into an icy cavern. 
The twinkling lights wrapped around the largest icicle on the ceiling and it 
illuminated the area like a chandelier. Brystal searched every corner and 
crevasse of the frigid cavern but found nothing out of the ordinary. 

“What a waste of time,” she mumbled to herself. “I was stupid for 
coming here—finding her is like finding a needle in a haystack.” 

Brystal knew the person of interest was somewhere in the Northern 
Mountains—otherwise the northern lights wouldn’t be in the sky—but there 
were probably thousands of caverns she’d have to search before she found 
the person. Cold and defeated, Brystal sat on a boulder and rested her tired 
legs before heading home. 

As she moped, Brystal spotted something strange out of the corner of 
her eye. A tall silhouette was watching her from the back of the cavern. 
Alarmed, Brystal leaped to her feet and pointed her wand at the strange 
figure. 

“I see you!” she announced. “Don’t come any closer!” 

The figure obeyed Brystal’s order and didn’t move an inch. 

“Who are you?” she asked. 

They didn’t respond. In fact, it was eerie how silent and still they were. 
Brystal slowly approached the back of the cavern and realized why she 


hadn’t seen them before—the figure was frozen in a wall of ice! She wiped 
away a layer of condensation and immediately jumped back when she 
recognized the person trapped inside. It was a monstrous woman with an 
enormous snowflake crown and a white fur coat. Her skin was blackened 
and cracked from frostbite, her teeth were as jagged as broken glass, and a 
cloth was wrapped around her eyes. Without a doubt, Brystal had finally 
found the infamous Snow Queen. 

“I knew you’d come eventually.” 

The voice came out of nowhere and startled Brystal—but this time, it 
wasn’t just in her head. She spun around and pointed her wand in the 
direction of the voice. A beautiful woman with dark hair and bright eyes 
had appeared in the cavern behind her. The woman wore a plum gown and 
an elaborate fascinator and she beamed with a warm smile. 

“Madame Weatherberry 2?” Brystal gasped. 

The fairy looked younger and more vibrant than ever before. Brystal 
didn’t know how it was possible for Madame Weatherberry and the Snow 
Queen to exist in two different places, but she didn’t care. Without wasting 
another second, Brystal ran across the cavern to embrace her former mentor, 
but she passed through Madame Weatherberry like she was made of air. 

“Are you a ghost?” Brystal asked. 

“Something like that,” Madame Weatherberry said. “After we said our 
good-byes in the Tinzel Palace, I tried my best to keep the promises I made 
to you. I traveled as far away from civilization as my feet would carry me, 
but living in seclusion made the Snow Queen stronger. It was only a matter 
of time before she conquered me completely, so I searched the mountains 
for a place to imprison her and discovered this cavern. I froze myself in a 
wall of ice to trap her, and just in case it melted, I blinded myself so she 
would never find a way out. With my last bit of strength, I performed a 
detachment spell to separate us. As long as the Snow Queen lives, I’ll exist 
like a phantom outside of her.” 

“Can you come back to the academy like this?” Brystal asked. 

Madame Weatherberry’s smile faded and she shook her head. 

“We no longer share a body, but I’m still linked to her and can’t stray 
beyond the walls of this cave,” she explained. “Not that I deserve to 
anyway. I’m responsible for creating her, and therefore responsible for all 
the destruction she caused. I belong in this cavern just as much as the Snow 


Queen does.” 

“Then why perform a detachment spell at all?” Brystal asked. 

“Well, for a couple of reasons,” Madame Weatherberry said. “First, if 
anyone came here with the intention of freeing the Snow Queen, I wanted 
to talk them out of it. Second, I thought I might be useful to you one day. I 
left you with an impossibly heavy burden, Brystal. While I still have 
nothing but absolute faith in you, I figured you might need a little guidance 
at some point. Now that you’re here, is it safe to assume my hunch was 
correct?” 

Brystal nodded and her eyes filled with tears. 

“Yes,” she cried. “And you have no idea how much I need you.” 

Being in Madame Weatherberry’s presence made Brystal feel safe. She 
put her guard down for the first time in months, and all her suppressed 
emotions surged forward. Brystal fell on her knees and sobbed in the 
middle of the cavern. 

“You poor thing,’ Madame Weatherberry said. “This is all my fault. I 
shouldn’t have placed so much responsibility on your shoulders.” 

“No, it’s not that.” Brystal sniffled. “We did it, Madame Weatherberry— 
we did everything we always dreamed about! Magic has been legalized in 
all four kingdoms! Mankind doesn’t just approve of magic, they’re 
fascinated by it. The academy is now home to thousands of fairies who are 
learning to develop their abilities. And not only have we made the world a 
safer place for the magical community, we’ve also done amazing things for 
women and the talking creatures, too!” 

If Madame Weatherberry had had a physical form, she would have 
needed to sit down. The fairy placed a hand over her heart, and her eyes 
went wide with exhilaration. She let out such a deep breath, it was like she 
was sighing with relief for the entire magical community. 

“Oh, Brystal,” she said. “I’ve waited a long time to hear those words. 
You’ve brought so much warmth to such a cold place.” 

Brystal nodded and forced herself to smile. 

“I know—it’s amazing,” she said. “I didn’t think the world could change 
so much.” 

“Then why do you seem so sad?” Madame Weatherberry asked. 

“T don’t know,” Brystal said with a shrug. “There’s so much to be happy 
about, but lately, my mind only focuses on the bad stuff. There’s a voice in 


my head that constantly reminds me of my failures and gives me reasons to 
fear the future. Every effort feels pointless, every accomplishment feels 
temporary, and every bump in the road feels like the end of the world. No 
matter what I do, I can’t get it to stop. I’m worried I’m going to be 
miserable forever!” 

Madame Weatherberry knelt beside Brystal and stroked her hair. Even 
though Brystal couldn’t feel her apparitional hands, she could feel the 
fairy’s empathy. 

“The only thing in life that lasts forever is the fact that nothing lasts 
forever,’ Madame Weatherberry said. “Just like the weather, people have 
seasons, too—we all go through periods of rain and sunshine—but we can’t 
let a particularly rough winter destroy our faith in the spring, otherwise 
we’ ll always be stuck in the snow.” 

“This doesn’t feel like a winter, it feels like an ice age,” Brystal said. 
“What if this isn’t a season? What if it’s more than just a phase?” 

“Either way, it’s up to you to change it,” Madame Weatherberry said. 

“But how?” 

“Misery is like an animal, it needs food to survive—so starve it. 
Surround yourself with art and beauty that brightens your darkest days. 
Listen to music and poetry that always fill the cracks of your broken heart. 
Read quotes and passages that can soothe and motivate you when you feel 
the most discouraged. Spend time with people who make you laugh and 
distract you from your troubles. Nourish your soul and hopefully the mind 
will follow. However, if you find you can’t help yourself, there’s no shame 
in asking others for help. Sometimes asking for help is just as heroic as 
giving it. There are treatments and therapies and counselors that you could 
benefit from—but no one finds answers if they’re too afraid to ask the 
questions. Don’t let your pride tell you otherwise.” 

Brystal groaned. “It sounds easier said than done.” 

“Changing hearts and minds is never easy, especially our own,” 
Madame Weatherberry said. “Sometimes, changing how we think and feel 
are the most difficult transformations a person can make. It takes time and 
effort like nothing else. You have to discipline your thoughts before they 
dictate your mood. You have to control your reactions before your reactions 
control you. And most important, you have to ask for help when you need 
it, despite how vulnerable it makes you feel. Take it from me, if I had 


learned to handle my emotions, and if I wasn’t too embarrassed to ask for 
help, the Snow Queen wouldn’t exist.” 

Brystal shuddered at the idea of another Snow Queen, growing inside 
her. 

“That’s why I’m here,” she said. “I need help and you’re the only person 
I can talk to.” 

“Well, no wonder you’re so distraught,” Madame Weatherberry said. 
“Every hurricane seems endless from the center of the storm. That’s why 
it’s so important to talk to people—getting a different perspective can be 
just as valuable as finding a solution. Now tell me about the things that are 
troubling you. I may not solve your problems, but I might change how you 
feel about them.” 

The cavern was so cold Brystal’s tears were frozen to her cheeks. She 
wiped the ice off her face and got back to her feet. 

“All right,” she said. “The progress we’ve made is incredible, but I’m 
afraid we’re going to lose mankind’s approval. They changed their opinion 
about magic so quickly I worry they’ll change their minds again. And 
magic may be legal now, but what if a king or queen amends the laws in the 
future? What will happen to us then?” 

“It’s all possible,’ Madame Weatherberry said. “But you’ve already 
accomplished the impossible, Brystal, so have faith that you’ll handle the 
possible as it happens. If mankind changes their minds, then you can and 
will find a way to win them back. And if people love magic as much as you 
say they do, then a sovereign would be foolish to deny their people of 
something they love—that’s how revolutions start. If the time comes, it 
wouldn’t hurt to remind them of that.” 

Brystal went quiet as she thought about Madame Weatherberry’s advice. 
Like the fairy said, talking about the issue didn’t solve it, but hearing 
someone else’s assessment made her feel slightly better. 

“That’s helpful, thank you.” 

“Tt feels wonderful to be helpful,” Madame Weatherberry said. “What 
else is on your mind?” 

“Well, there’s also a witch who opened a school of witchcraft,” Brystal 
said. “Her name is Mistress Mara and she came to the Fairy Territory to 
recruit students. She convinced my friend Pip to join her, and now I’m 
worried other fairies might leave the academy and become witches, too.” 


“I know it’s difficult to hear, but this is a good thing,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. “For the first time in hundreds of years, members of the 
magical community have choices over their own destiny. Thanks to you, 
witches and fairies get to be whoever they wish, whenever they wish, even 
if it’s against your wishes.” 

“T think the witches are up to something,” Brystal said. “Mistress Mara 
gave a big speech about wanting to help fairies embrace their inner 
darkness, but I don’t trust her. Since when do witches care about anyone but 
themselves? What if she tricked Pip into something dangerous?” 

“Tf so, your friend will learn a valuable lesson, and the other fairies will 
have more reason to trust you in the future,” Madame Weatherberry said 
with a shrug. “That’s the most difficult part about being in your shoes—you 
have so much authority but are completely powerless over other people’s 
choices. So don’t blame yourself for your friend’s mistakes—that’s the 
biggest mistake you can make.” 

Brystal sighed. “I suppose you’re right,” she said. “Thanks.” 

“This is quite fun for me,” Madame Weatherberry said. “What’s next?” 

“Pm afraid I’ve saved the worst for last,” Brystal said. 

She removed the handkerchief from inside her coat and unwrapped the 
red arrow. The glowing arrowhead filled the cavern with crimson light. Just 
like Mrs. Vee, Madame Weatherberry had a visceral reaction to the arrow. 
Her cheery disposition faded, her eyes grew large, and she slowly backed 
away from the weapon. Brystal didn’t have to ask her—clearly, Madame 
Weatherberry knew exactly what the arrow was. 

“Where did you get that?” she asked. 

“I was attacked by the Three Thirty-Three,” Brystal said. 

Madame Weatherberry stared off into space and fearfully shook her 
head. 

“So they’re finally back after all this time,” she whispered to herself. 

“What do you know about them?” Brystal asked. 

“I—I shouldn’t say anything,” Madame Weatherberry said. “You came 
to me for encouragement and it would only burden you with more—” 

“Madame Weatherberry, you have to tell me!” Brystal insisted. 
“They’ve already tried to kill me once and I suspect they’ll do it again! 
Whoever they are, wherever they came from, I need to know everything I 
can so I can stop them!” 


Madame Weatherberry closed her eyes and winced at the request. She 
quietly paced around the cavern as she found the words to explain. 

“They call themselves the Righteous Brotherhood,” she said. “They’re a 
thousand-year-old clan that’s obsessed with something known as the 
Righteous Philosophy. They believe mankind should dominate the world, 
and anything that poses a threat to that should be exterminated. Naturally, 
the Brotherhood’s greatest threat has always been the magical community. 
For hundreds of years, they hunted witches and fairies like animals, and 
they spread vicious lies and rumors to validate their hatred of us. 

“The Righteous Brotherhood is the reason magic was outlawed in the 
first place. Six centuries ago, they manipulated King Champion I and his 
High Justices into criminalizing magic in the Southern Kingdom, and soon 
the other kingdoms followed their example. Champion I gave the 
Brotherhood permission to enforce the law, and the clan carried out the 
biggest massacre in world history. The Righteous Raid, as it was called, 
almost annihilated the magical community completely, and the survivors 
went into hiding. After that, the Brotherhood faded into the shadows, but I 
imagine the legalization of magic has brought them out of retirement.” 

“Why did Mrs. Vee refer to them as the Three Thirty-Three?” Brystal 
asked. 

“Because there’s never more or less than three hundred and thirty-three 
of them. The duties have been passed down from father to eldest son in 
three hundred and thirty-three families in the Southern Kingdom. 
Traditionally, the clansmen swear allegiance to the Righteous Brotherhood 
on their father’s deathbeds. They devote their entire existence—this life and 
whatever may come afterward—to upholding the Righteous Philosophy. 
The clan is so secretive the clansmen never reveal their identities to each 
other, making it nearly impossible to find them or predict what they’ll do 
next.” 

“How did they create weapons like these? Where did they find a stone 
that defies magic?” 

“It’s called bloodstone and no one knows for sure,” she said. “Of course, 
over the years there have been plenty of theories about its origins. Some say 
the stone fell from the stars, others say it was forged in the center of the 
earth by demons, and some claim it was a gift from Death himself.” 

“Death himself?” Brystal asked in disbelief. “You don’t believe that, do 


you?” 

Suddenly, a noise echoed through the cavern. Brystal and Madame 
Weatherberry turned toward the entrance and heard footsteps coming from 
down the tunnel. 

“Someone must have followed you here,” Madame Weatherberry said. 
“T have to go. If anyone finds out I’m part of the Snow Queen, it could ruin 
everything you’ve accomplished.” 

“Madame Weatherberry, wait!” Brystal said. “How do I stop the 
Righteous Brotherhood? Please, tell me what I’m supposed to do!” 

Madame Weatherberry was the most optimistic person Brystal had ever 
known—she was always equipped with a promising plan or an empowering 
metaphor. However, Madame Weatherberry had no words of 
encouragement to give her. For the first time, the fairy looked down at 
Brystal with nothing but hopelessness in her eyes. 

“Just keep everyone safe for as long as you can,” she said. 

Madame Weatherberry disappeared from the cavern like a fading 
rainbow. Brystal didn’t know what to think of her mentor’s parting words— 
it was almost like Madame Weatherberry was admitting defeat—but there 
wasn’t time to analyze it. The footsteps echoed louder and louder as the 
stranger traveled closer and closer. Brystal wrapped the red arrow in the 
handkerchief and tucked it inside her coat. She hid in a corner of the cavern 
and pointed her wand at the tunnel, ready to defend herself from whoever or 
whatever was approaching. 

“Freeze!” Brystal ordered. 

“Td say that’s very likely given the temperature!” 

“Lucy?” 

Brystal was surprised to see Lucy stumble into the cavern. Her friend 
wore a thick coat of dark goose feathers but was still shivering from the 
cold air. She was breathing so heavily her warm breath looked like smoke 
venting from a chimney. 

“Finally! I’ve been looking all over the Northern Mountains for you!” 
Lucy said. 

“Were you following me?” Brystal asked. 

Lucy nodded. “Call me crazy, but I was a little concerned after you 
snuck away in the middle of the night. I thought you were going to that 
Ravencrest joint to talk sense into Pip. I didn’t want the witches to gang up 


on you, so I tagged along in case you needed backup. Had I known you 
were going to the North freaking Pole I would have stayed home. Gosh, I 
know you appreciate your alone time, but couldn’t you find a quiet spot 
closer to the academy? What’s so special about this cave?” 

Lucy walked around the cavern, giving it a thorough inspection. Brystal 
moved with Lucy and tried to block the frozen Snow Queen from view. 

“Nothing—absolutely nothing,” Brystal said. “You’re right, I came all 
the way up here for some time alone. I appreciate your concern, but as you 
can see, I’m perfectly fine. Now we should get back to the academy before 
anyone else tries to find us.” 

Brystal grabbed Lucy by the shoulders and directed her out of the 
cavern. As she pushed her into the tunnel, the red arrow slipped out of her 
coat and fell to the ground. Once again, the glowing arrowhead filled the 
cavern with flickering crimson light. 

“What’s the arrow doing here?” Lucy asked. 

“Oh, look at that,” Brystal said with a nervous laugh. “I must have 
forgotten it was in my coat. I should be more mindful when it comes to 
dangerous weapons.” 

Lucy crossed her arms and gave Brystal a suspicious gaze. 

“Brystal, what the heck is going on?” 

“Nothing! Why do you make such a big deal out of everything?” 

“A big deal? I just found my best friend in a cave a thousand miles away 
from civilization with a lethal weapon! That is a big—” Lucy suddenly 
glanced over her shoulder. “Wait, are you alone? Or is someone else here?” 

“What? No—of course not!” 

“Then what’s that over there?” 

Lucy pointed toward the back of the cavern. Despite Brystal’s efforts, 
she knew it was pointless to hide the Snow Queen from Lucy—her 
specialty always compelled her to wherever the most trouble was lurking. 

“There’s nothing over there,” Brystal said. 

“You mean besides that seriously creepy shadow in the back of the 
cavern?” 

“You’re just seeing things! I think you’re dehydrated from the journey! 
It’s getting late, anyway. We should really head home before—” 

Brystal tried to stop her, but Lucy pushed her out of the way and headed 
for the back of the cavern. She wiped the condensation off the icy wall and 


then lunged backward when she saw the frightening face that was frozen 
inside. 

“Holy icicle bicycle!” she gasped. “That’s the Snow Queen, isn’t it?” 

Brystal panicked and didn’t know what to do or how to explain it. Lucy 
looked back and forth between Brystal and the Snow Queen like a mystery 
was unraveling before her eyes. 

“Ooooooh, it all makes sense now,” she said. “This is why you haven’t 
been acting like yourself lately! You discovered where the Snow Queen was 
hiding! You didn’t want us to worry about it, so you kept it to yourself! And 
tonight, you snuck out of the academy and brought the red arrow here to 
finish her off!” 

“Huh?” 

“Brystal, this is fantastic! You became a hero just for sending the Snow 
Queen into seclusion! Imagine how the world is going to react when they 
hear you’ve finally killed her!” 

“Lucy, I didn’t come here to kill anyone!” 

“Why not? The Snow Queen murdered thousands of innocent people 
and covered the entire planet in a blizzard! And she’ll do it again if she gets 
the chance! Let’s defrost this witch and stick the arrow through her heart 
while we can!” 

“We can’t—it’s not that simple!” 

“Ooooooh, I get it,” Lucy said. “You’re worried about protecting your 
image. People won’t think the Fairy Godmother is very kind and 
compassionate when they find out you killed the Snow Queen in cold blood 
—no pun intended.” 

“Ummm... yes,” Brystal said. “You see right through me, don’t you?” 

“Fine, you keep your hands clean. PI kill her!” 

Lucy grabbed the red arrow and charged toward the Snow Queen. 

“No!” Brystal yelled. “Don’t do this!” 

Lucy was too determined to listen. She placed her hand against the wall 
of ice, and just like the Western Dam, it started to crack and crumble. 

“Lucy, you have to stop!” Brystal screamed. 

“Don’t worry, she won’t feel a thing!” Lucy said. 

“I cant let you kill her!” 

“I have no problem doing your dirty work!” 

“IT’S MADAME WEATHERBERRY!” 


At first, Lucy had no idea what Brystal was talking about. She gazed up 
at the Snow Queen’s hideous face, but then, slowly but surely, Lucy started 
to recognize Madame Weatherberry’s features under the witch’s frostbitten 
skin. She removed her hand from the icy wall and backed away before the 
damage exposed the Snow Queen. 

“No!” Lucy gasped. “This cant be real!” 

She was in complete shock and dropped the red arrow on the ground. 
Brystal let out a long, heavy sigh and tried to comfort her. 

“T didn’t want to believe it either, but it’s the truth,” she said. 

“Is Madame Weatherberry still alive?” Lucy asked. 

“Part of her is,” Brystal said. “But she’|l never be the same.” 

“How long have you known?” 

“Since the Tinzel Palace. Madame Weatherberry thought the only way 
the fairies could get the world’s acceptance was to create a problem that 
only the fairies could solve. She turned herself into a villain so we could be 
the heroes.” 

Lucy turned to Brystal with wide, heartbroken eyes. 

“So you’ve been lying to us this entire time?” she asked. 

Brystal was taken aback by the remark. “I—I promised her I wouldn’t 
tell anyone,” she said. “Madame Weatherberry was afraid you and the 
others would lose faith in the academy if you knew the truth.” 

“But I’m not just anyone—I’m your best friend!” Lucy declared. “What 
else have you been lying to me about? Is your real name Brystal Evergreen? 
Are you a natural brunette? Do you even like to read?” 

“T haven’t lied about anything else! I swear!” 

“I don’t know what to believe anymore!” Lucy said. “How could you do 
this to me, Brystal? You kicked me out of the Fairy Council for making a 
mistake, but meanwhile, you’ve been doing something way worse all along! 
Well, who’s going to hold you responsible? Who’s going to punish you for 
lying to everyone you know?” 

Lucy stormed out of the cavern and raced down the tunnel. Brystal tried 
to follow her, but Lucy was moving so fast she could barely keep up. 

“Lucy, wait! Where are you going?” 

“As far away from you as possible!” 

“T thought I was doing the right thing! Please, let’s talk about this!” 

“No! I’m done talking to you! I don’t ever want to see you or speak to 
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you again 

Lucy placed her hand on the wall of the tunnel, and the Northern 
Mountains started to rumble. The tunnel caved in between Lucy and 
Brystal, separating them by a wall of fallen rocks. Brystal cleared the debris 
with her wand and then sprinted down the rest of the tunnel. By the time 
she was outside, Lucy had disappeared from sight. 


There you go again... 

Losing friends left and right.... 

You don’t deserve their companionship.... 
You don’t deserve their love.... 


You should be locked away, just like the Snow Queen. 


The distressing thoughts seemed louder than the howling wind outside. 
Brystal wrapped her coat tightly around her body and searched the Northern 
Mountains for Lucy, but she didn’t find a trace of her anywhere. As far as 
she could tell, Lucy had vanished into the cold, snowy air. 





CHAPTER SIX 


THE RAVENCREST SCHOOL OF 
WITCHCRAFT 


Lucy flew as far away from the Northern Mountains as her geese would 


carry her. She had no idea which direction they were headed in, but Lucy 
couldn’t care less—putting distance between her and Brystal was her only 
priority. Even though Lucy had said she never wanted to see or speak to 
Brystal again, she had imaginary arguments with Brystal for the entire 
journey. 

The flock flew all night, and by sunrise the birds were too exhausted to 
take Lucy any farther. The geese unexpectedly dropped her off in the 
middle of a forest and Lucy landed with a thump on her behind. 

“Pillow stuffers!” she yelled at the geese, and waved an angry fist. 

Lucy got to her feet, brushed herself off, and continued on foot. She 
wandered aimlessly through the trees without a plan or a destination in 
mind. Although she was traveling alone, Lucy wasn’t worried about 
crossing paths with anything dangerous—she was so angry she was 
convinced that she was the scariest thing in the forest. 

She walked for miles and miles without seeing another living creature. 
Lucy was so distracted by her heated thoughts she barely noticed the land 
changing around her. When she finally looked up, Lucy discovered she had 
strolled into the middle of a creepy part of the woods. All the trees had 
black bark, their branches curled into the sky, and they were completely 
bare of leaves. A thick mist hung in the air, making it difficult to see more 
than a few yards in any direction. 


Eventually, Lucy found a path that curved through the forest like an 
endless serpent. It was paved with black stones, and a sign was posted 
beside it that pointed in one direction: 


RAVENCREST MANOR 
7 MILES 


Lucy couldn’t believe her eyes and read the sign multiple times. It 
seemed too convenient to be a coincidence. Perhaps her journey hadn’t been 
as aimless as she had thought—perhaps her knack for trouble had been 
guiding her the whole time. She assumed the Ravencrest Manor was the 
same location as the Ravencrest School of Witchcraft, but there was only 
one way to be certain. So Lucy followed the path deeper into the woods, 
and seven miles later, she had her answer. 

The path led to an enormous house that sat on the top of a high hill. The 
home was constructed from a combination of black bricks, burned lumber, 
and dark stones—as if the property had been damaged and rebuilt several 
times over the years. Thirteen crooked towers sprouted from the roof at 
awkward angles that broke the laws of physics. The manor was surrounded 
by a graveyard of uneven tombstones and miniature crypts. The whole 
property was protected by a tall iron fence, and two grotesque gargoyles 
were perched on top of a gate that was chained shut. 

The grounds were occupied by hundreds of lynxes with dark fur, wispy 
ears, and yellow eyes. The hefty felines prowled, played, and lounged 
among the tombstones, and judging by the size of their bellies, they were all 
well fed. 

Without a doubt, Lucy knew she was looking at the Ravencrest School 
of Witchcraft—and not just because the words THE RAVENCREST SCHOOL OF 
WITCHCRAFT were arched over the gate. The property was so ominous it had 
to be the home of witches. It was the exact opposite of the Fairy Territory, 
and Lucy couldn’t think of a better place to avoid Brystal. She cautiously 
walked toward the iron fence and peered through the bars for a better look. 


“Hello?” Lucy called. “Is anybody home?” 

Suddenly, a loud crunching noise came from behind her. Lucy turned 
around and screamed because two trees in the woods were moving on their 
own. The trees had pulled their roots out of the ground and were quickly 
shuffling toward her. They wrapped their curly branches around her arms 
and legs and raised her into the air. 

“Let me go!” Lucy demanded. “Dont make me turn you into 
toothpicks!” 

To make matters worse, the gargoyles on top of the gate suddenly came 
to life as well. The statues leaped to the ground and landed directly in front 
of Lucy with two heavy thuds. 

“Looks like we’ve got our first visitor of the day,” the first gargoyle 
said. “What do you think, Stone? Is this one a grave robber, a witch hunter, 
or a traveling salesman?” 

“To be honest with you, Brick, I’m not sure what’s worse,” the second 
one joked. 

The gargoyles shared a laugh. Their chuckles sounded like stone 
scraping against stone. Lucy groaned as she struggled to free herself from 
the trees’ branches. 

“Hey, Stoney-Dee and Stoney-Dumb! You better tell these overgrown 
weeds to put me down or you’ll be sorry! I’m a member of the Fairy 
Council—well, I’m usually a member of the Fairy Council! You’re going to 
be in big trouble if you don’t release me!” 

The gargoyles studied Lucy with their hollow eye sockets and smelled 
her with their stone snouts. 

“That’s funny, you don’t smell like a fairy,” Brick said. 

“Nope, she smells like bird poop,” Stone said. 

“Look who’s talking, mildew breath!” 

“You don’t sound like a fairy either,” Brick said. 

“Nope, she sounds like a sailor,” Stone said. 

Lucy rolled her eyes. “Is there a manager I can speak to?” she asked. 
“Where’s that Mistress Mara lady? She invited me here personally, and I 
don’t think she’d appreciate how you’re treating me!” 

“Hear that, Stone? The smelly fairy says she knows the Mistress,” Brick 
said. 

“Do you think she’s telling the truth?” Stone asked. 


“I hope not—I love watching what the Mistress does to intruders.” 

“Me too.” 

The gargoyles grinned and turned toward the gate. All the chains 
slithered away like snakes and the gate opened by itself. Brick and Stone 
headed up the hill to the manor, and the trees followed them, keeping Lucy 
suspended in the air as they went. 

All the lynxes stopped what they were doing to stare at Lucy. The 
felines were so interested in her that Lucy could have sworn there was 
something strangely human about the way they watched her. 

The manor’s enormous front door was made from stained glass 
depicting a terrifying owl preying on an innocent mouse. Brick pulled the 
lever for the doorbell, and instead of a traditional chime, Lucy heard a high- 
pitched scream echo through the house. A few moments later, the front door 
opened a crack and a butler peered outside. He wore a gold monocle, a 
three-piece suit, and white gloves—but besides his clothes, the butler was 
completely invisible. 

“Tell the Mistress there’s a rude teenager who wants to see her,” Brick 
instructed. 

The butler nodded—or at least his monocle bobbed up and down in the 
space above his collar. The invisible servant stepped back inside and shut 
the large door behind him. A few moments later, the servant returned and 
gestured for them to enter. The trees dropped Lucy on the doorstep, and the 
gargoyles pushed her inside the manor. 

The interior of the Ravencrest School of Witchcraft was nothing like its 
mismatched exterior. In fact, Lucy was very impressed by its eerie yet 
elegant design. The floor was covered in black and white tiles laid in spirals 
to resemble spiderwebs. The walls were completely blank and had the same 
color and texture as old parchment. 

The entryway had an enormous chandelier of live hanging bats that 
fluttered through the air. An enormous taxidermy bear stood in the center of 
the entryway and had been turned into a grandfather clock. The bear 
clenched a ticking clockface in its mouth while a pendulum swung in its 
empty torso. 

A grand staircase with railings made of bones curved around the bear. 
As Lucy’s eyes followed the staircase up toward the high ceiling, she 
discovered it was connected to a labyrinth of bridges, landings, ladders, and 


other staircases that crisscrossed, zigzagged, and looped as they ascended to 
the upper floors. The layout was so complex Lucy became dizzy just from 
looking at it. 

“What a pleasant surprise!” 

At first, Lucy couldn’t tell where the airy voice was coming from. 
Eventually, she saw Mistress Mara descending from one of the many levels 
above her. 

“Thank you, boys,” the witch said. “I can take it from here.” 

The gargoyles bowed to her and returned to their posts outside. Mistress 
Mara reached the ground floor, leaving a trail of smoke on the stairs behind 
her. The witch was so delighted to see Lucy her pale face was practically 
glowing. Lucy tried to greet the witch with a handshake, but Mistress Mara 
only stared at the gesture and wouldn’t touch her. 

“Welcome to Ravencrest, Miss Goose,” Mistress Mara said. “I hope the 
trees and gargoyles didn’t alarm you. They’re just a few minor precautions 
I’ve put in place to keep the school safe. Witches can never have too much 
protection.” 

“If those were minor precautions, I’d hate to see your version of a fire 
drill,” Lucy said. 

Mistress Mara threw her head back and cackled at the remark. Lucy 
couldn’t tell if the witch was genuinely amused or not, but it was nice to 
hear someone laugh at one of her jokes for a change. 

“You just kill me,” Mistress Mara said. “So, what brings you here?” 

“Well, I was in the neighborhood and decided to check it out,” Lucy 
said. 

“Were you thinking about joining our school?” the witch asked. 

Lucy shrugged. “Maybe,” she said. “To be honest, I don’t really have a 
game plan right now. I could use a break from the fairies, though. There’s 
someone I’m trying to avoid and I didn’t know where else to go.” 

“How delightfully vengeful,’ Mistress Mara said. “In that case, why 
don’t you spend a few days with us?” 

“Really? You wouldn’t mind?” 

“Oh, I insist,” she said. “It’d be our treat to host you. Who knows, you 
might even like it here and decide to stay. Shall I give you a tour of the 
manor?” 

“That'd be great,” Lucy said. “Thanks, Double-Em.” 


“No nicknames, dear,” the witch said. “Please, follow me.” 

Mistress Mara showed Lucy around the spooky yet sophisticated manor 
and, once again, made a point to not touch her. 

The ground floor had a sitting room with furniture that was upholstered 
in reptile skin and porcupine needles. Next to the sitting room was a dining 
room with a long table and benches built from coffins. There was also a 
small library that seemed more like a zoo because all the books growled and 
hissed behind cages. The kitchen was in the basement—or at least, Lucy 
thought it was a kitchen. Instead of pots and pans, the room had a variety of 
cauldrons, and instead of a traditional pantry, it had shelves of colorful 
elixirs and grotesque ingredients. 

“This place is so dreary it’s almost charming,” Lucy said. 

“Thank you,” Mistress Mara said. “I’ve put a lot of work into it.” 

“Have you always lived here?” 

“T’ve lived so many places over the years I’ve lost count. When I 
decided to open a school of witchcraft, I looked for the perfect location, and 
Ravencrest Manor was exactly what we needed. It was originally the home 
of our benefactors, Lord and Lady Ravencrest. The couple didn’t have any 
children to leave the property to, so they kindly donated it to us.” 

“Wow, that’s one heck of a gift,” Lucy said. 

“Tt was so generous even they couldn’t believe it,” the witch said. 

As they toured the different chambers, Lucy noticed each room had the 
same illustration drawn on the wall. It was of a black goat with long horns 
and a short beard, and the illustration had such an inquisitive expression 
Lucy was convinced there was a soul behind its eyes. She examined it 
closely and gasped—the illustrated goat suddenly moved and roamed 
across the wall! Apparently, the manor didn’t have the same illustration in 
every room, but one illustration that moved from room to room. 

“What the heck is that?” Lucy asked. 

“Oh, that’s just Old Billie,’ Mistress Mara said. “She’s an illustration 
that lives in the walls. She’s also a mischievous little creature, so try to stay 
away from her.” 

Like the lynxes outside, the goat watched Lucy with a level of curiosity 
that seemed strangely human. 

“Why is she looking at me like that?” Lucy asked. 

“Knowing her, she’s probably hungry.” 


The witch snapped her fingers, and a quill appeared in her hand. She 
drew a patch of grass on the wall, and Old Billie gobbled it up. Lucy could 
have watched the living illustration all day, but Mistress Mara escorted her 
back to the entryway. 

“How big is this place?” Lucy asked. 

“The last time we counted, the manor had thirteen floors and seventy- 
seven rooms,” the witch said. “Only one room is off-limits and that’s my 
personal study on the seventh and a half floor.” 

“That’s assuming I can find it,” Lucy said. 

Once again, Mistress Mara threw her head back and cackled at Lucy’s 
joke. This time Lucy knew the witch was only pretending, but she 
appreciated it nonetheless. 

“The girls are going to love your sense of humor,” Mistress Mara said. 
“Now come with me and PII show you to the bedroom. You’|I be sharing a 
room with the other girls in the East Tower on the eleventh floor. Pay very 
close attention to how we get there—it’s easy to get lost in a house like this. 
The maid went missing two months ago and we still haven’t found her.” 

Lucy let out a nervous laugh. “Good help is hard to find,” she said. 

After six flights of stairs, four walkways, and three windy hallways, 
Mistress Mara and Lucy finally arrived at the East Tower on the eleventh 
floor. The witches’ bedroom door was shaped like a star and there was a 
sign pinned to it that said WITCHES ONLY—NO WARLOCKS ALLOWED. 

“Girls, are you decent?” Mistress Mara asked as she knocked on the 
door. 

She and Lucy squeezed through the doorway and stepped inside the 
bedroom. To Lucy’s surprise, instead of regular beds, the witches were 
lounging in large nests like a family of giant birds. The girls were dressed in 
striped pajamas and were in the middle of different activities when Lucy 
entered. Sprout was brushing her bushy green hair, Stitches was sewing 
limbs onto a knitted doll, Beebee was shaking a container of bugs, and 
Hareiet was braiding her long purple hair. Pip, on the other hand, seemed 
sad and was silently gazing out the window. Pip hadn’t been at Ravencrest 
for a whole day yet, and Lucy could tell she was already homesick. 

“Ladies, we have a special visitor,” Mistress Mara announced. 

“Lucy!” Pip was thrilled to see a familiar face. “What are you doing 


here? Are you joining Ravencrest?” 

“To be determined,” Lucy said. “I thought I’d stick my toe in the witch 
pond before I jumped in.” 

“Miss Goose will be spending a few days with us,” Mistress Mara told 
them. “Let’s all make sure she has a very enjoyable visit.” 

The witches had different reactions to the news. Stitches stared at Lucy 
like she was a new toy to play with. Beebee was so excited about another 
roommate she was practically vibrating. Sprout seemed completely 
indifferent about Lucy; in fact, she was more interested in a piece of lint 
floating through the air. Hareiet wasn’t happy about the situation at all—she 
crossed her arms, and her nose twitched with suspicion. 

“Mistress Mara, are you sure this is a good idea?” Hareiet asked. “She’s 
part of the Fairy Council—the Fairy Godmother probably sent her to spy on 
us!” 

“Then I’m certain she’ll have nothing but good things to report back,” 
Mistress Mara said. 

“Actually, I was recently suspended from the Fairy Council,” Lucy said. 
“Tm not sure if I’ll ever go back to the Fairy Territory. There’s some bad 
blood at the moment.” 

“Blood is never bad,” Stitches whispered. 

“I hope you decide to stay with us,” Pip said. “We were just getting 
ready for bed. Here, you can sleep in the nest next to mine.” 

“You’re getting ready for bed?” Lucy asked. “But it’s morning.” 

The girls cackled at Lucy’s obliviousness. 

“You don’t know much about witches, do you?” Hareiet asked. 

“We sleep during the day and stay awake all night!” Stitches said. 

“B-b-because we’re c-c-creatures of the moon!” Beebee stuttered. 

“Actually, witches are just naturally nocturnal,’ Sprout noted. “You 
know, like bats, owls, moths, foxes, badgers, raccoons, mice, the 
northwestern hedgehog, certain breeds of tree frogs—” 

“T think she gets the point, Sprout,” Mistress Mara interjected. “Now, 
Lucy, why don’t we get you something more comfortable to wear for bed? 
And maybe something more appropriate to wear around the manor?” 

Mistress Mara guided Lucy to the back of the bedroom and she stood in 
front of a wardrobe with a mirrored door. They stared into the mirror for a 
few moments, and just when Lucy was about to ask what they were waiting 


for, the wardrobe popped open on its own. Hanging inside were a pair of 
pajamas, a black cloak with a pointed hood, and striped stockings in Lucy’s 
size. 

“Well, unless you have any other questions, I think Pll head to bed 
myself,” Mistress Mara said “Everyone try to get some rest—we’ve got a 
long night ahead of us. Good day.” 

“Good day, Mistress Mara,” the witches said in unison. 

After Mistress Mara left the bedroom, Lucy changed into her pajamas 
and sat on the edge of her nest. The witches watched her in complete 
silence and Lucy suddenly felt like a lamb in a lion’s den. 

“Soooo000,” she said to break the tension. “Tell me about yourselves. 
How did you guys end up at the Ravencrest School of Witchcraft?” 

“T don’t see how my life is any of your business,” Hareiet said. 

“I was abandoned at b-b-birth,” Beebee sputtered. “I b-b-bounced from 
orphanage to orphanage until Mistress Mara f-f-found me.” 

“My parents are just extremely open-minded,” Sprout said. “They had 
no problem with me joining a school of witchcraft. They were happy I had a 
reason to get out of the house.” 

“My family was mauled to death by bears!” Stitches was excited to 
share. “Then the bears were shot by hunters! And then the hunters were 
attacked by wolves! I had to hide in a hollow log for nineteen hours before 
it was safe to come out! And the whole thing happened on my birthday!” 

“Gosh, that sounds traumatic,” Lucy said. “I’m so sorry.” 

“Don’t be,” Stitches said with a creepy grin. “It was the best day of my 
life.” 

Lucy could tell Stitches was proud of how uncomfortable she was 
making her. Her abnormally wide mouth curved into a creepy grin and she 
winked at Lucy with her small eye. 

“Hey, you want to know why they call me Stitches?” she asked. 

“Absolutely not,” Lucy said. 

After the first round of questions, the bedroom went silent again. Lucy 
looked around the room, desperate to find something to talk about. She 
noticed each of the witches had a unique collection on the shelves above 
their nests. Hareiet was growing a small vegetable garden in pots, Beebee 
kept a variety of insects in small containers, Stitches had an assortment of 
knitted dolls, and Sprout collected jars of what Lucy hoped was dirt. 


“Tt looks like you guys have hobbies,” Lucy said. “Hareiet, do you enjoy 
gardening?” 

“Obviously,” Hareiet snapped. 

“And Beebee, you like to collect bugs?” 

“Tt m-m-makes me feel p-p-powerful,” she said. 

“Sprout, are those containers of soil I see?” 

“Oh no—it’s fertilizer.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“T grew up on a farm,” Sprout said. “The smell reminds me of home. 
You know what they say, you can take the girl away from the fertilizer, but 
you can’t take the fertilizer away from the girl.” 

“And Stitches,” Lucy said to change the subject. “Tell me about your 
dolls! Are they significant to you?” 

Instead of answering, Stitches lunged toward Lucy and plucked a strand 
of her hair. The witch carefully sewed the hair into the head of her doll, then 
closed her eyes, and whispered an incantation. When it was finished, 
Stitches began poking the doll with her sewing needle. 

“Can you feel that?” she asked. 

“Feel what?” 

“How about this?” 

“Um... no?” 

“What about that?” 

“T feel annoyed, does that count?” 

Stitches sighed and tossed the doll aside. “Then to answer your question, 
no, my dolls aren’t as significant as I wish they were,” she said. 

Lucy noticed the witches were still wearing the golden necklaces with 
white moonstones that they wore yesterday in the Fairy Territory. 

“What’s up with your necklaces?” Lucy said. 

“What’s up with all your questions?” Hareiet asked. “Are you writing a 
book?” 

“They just seem fancy, that’s all,” Lucy said. “I see everyone has a 
necklace except for Pip.” 

“That’s b-b-because you have to earn it,” Beebee said. 

“Before someone is officially enrolled at Ravencrest, they have to pass 
four entrance exams,” Stitches explained. “Mistress Mara tests their skills 
in jinxes, hexes, potions, and curses. Once you pass all the tests, she 
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presents you with a golden necklace at your Enrollment Ceremony 

Lucy was confused. “If you guys have done that much witchcraft 
already, why do you look so normal? Why hasn’t witchcraft distorted your 
appearance like other witches?” 

“Ooooooh, we have our secrets,” Sprout teased. 

“S-s-stick around and you’|I s-s-see,” Beebee said. 

The witches exchanged a sly smile. Lucy knew they were eager to tell 
her, but the girls didn’t spill any other details. 

“Tell me more about Mistress Mara,” Lucy said. “Where is she from? 
What was she up to before she opened Ravencrest?” 

“We don’t know much about her,” Sprout said. “None of us knew her 
before the school opened—and that was only a couple of months ago.” 

“But we have theories about her,” Stitches said, raising her eyebrows 
suggestively. 

“Theories?” Lucy asked. 

Stitches hurried to the bedroom door and peeked through the keyhole to 
make sure Mistress Mara wasn’t standing in the hall. When the coast was 
clear, she took a seat beside Lucy. 

“T’m sure you’ve noticed Mistress Mara has a unique specialty,” Stitches 
said. 

“You mean, her frightening but fashionable taste?” Lucy asked. 

“No,” Sprout said. “Everything she touches dies!” 

“At first, we thought Mistress Mara was a witch with a specialty for 
death,” Stitches said. “But now we’re convinced she might be something 
more than a witch! Have you heard the legend about the Daughter of 
Death?” 

“The Daughter of Death?” Lucy asked as she thought about the name. 
“Is that the undertaker in the Eastern Kingdom who runs the cadaver puppet 
show?” 

“Not even c-c-close,” Beebee said. 

“Then I’m thinking of someone else,” Lucy said. “Who’s the Daughter 
of Death?” 

“Oh, I know that story,” Pip said. “When I lived at the Bootstrap 
Correctional Facility, the wardens used to talk about her to give us 
nightmares!” 

“Would you care to fill me in?” Lucy asked. 


Pip sat up straight and cleared her throat. 

“According to legend, in the beginning of time, Death was very different 
than he is today. They say that he dressed like an angel, that he loved to 
sing and dance, and that he treated life with kindness. They say Death 
allowed every creature to live for one hundred years before escorting them 
to the other side. However, all this changed when humanity was created. 
Unlike the other species, humans always grieved the people they lost, 
despite all the years they had together. Death found this behavior extremely 
curious and he became desperate to understand it. So Death created a 
daughter and sent her into the world of the living. The separation made 
Death miss his daughter terribly and he finally understood what it was like 
to grieve. He looked forward to reuniting with his daughter once her 
hundred years of life were over. 

“Unfortunately for Death, his daughter liked the world of the living. 
Over time, she learned how to avoid her father and live forever. On the day 
of her one-hundredth birthday, Death searched for his daughter everywhere, 
but he couldn’t find her. Panicked, Death invented disease and injury to 
help him look, but his daughter was clever and knew how to avoid his 
inventions, too. Death was so distraught, he traded his angel wings for the 
black cloak he’s infamous for. Although it’s been thousands of years since 
he’s seen his daughter, Death still hasn’t given up hope, and he continues to 
invent new ways of finding her. Today, they say whenever Death takes 
someone before their one hundred years are up, it isn’t because he’s cruel— 
he’s just searching for his daughter, and he takes people randomly in case 
she’s wearing a disguise.” 

Even though the witches knew the story by heart, Pip’s version was the 
most chilling they had ever heard. 

“That was some s-s-seriously scary s-s-stuff,” Beebee said. 

“I’m going to have daymares now!” Sprout cried. 

“Are you guys yanking my tail feathers?” Lucy chuckled. “I mean, you 
don’t actually think Mistress Mara is the Daughter of Death, do you?” 

“Of course, we do!” Stitches said. 

“Have any of you just asked her?” Lucy asked. 

The witches looked at Lucy like she was crazy. 

“Why are fairies always trying to solve everything?” Hareiet grumbled. 
“Can’t you people just enjoy a perfectly good mystery?” 


Stitches let out a big yawn and stretched out her arms. 

“The Daughter of Death story always puts me right to sleep. We should 
go to bed before it gets too early.” 

The girls shut the curtains and lay down in their nests. Within a few 
minutes, the witches were fast asleep, but Lucy couldn’t sleep after hearing 
about the Daughter of Death. She didn’t know if the witches were serious or 
if they were just trying to scare her, but either way, they had given Lucy a 
lot more questions about Mistress Mara than she already had. 

“Pssst, Lucy,” Pip whispered. “How do you like Ravencrest so far?” 

“Tt’s hard to say,” Lucy said. “I’ve only been here a couple of hours, and 
so far, I’ve been manhandled by possessed trees, insulted by talking 
gargoyles, stalked by a living illustration, and spooked by ghost stories 
about Death.” 

“T know, I know,” Pip said. “It’s not for everybody.” 

Lucy smiled. “Actually, I could learn to love this place.” 





CHAPTER SEVEN 


A MISCHIEVOUS LITTLE 
CREATURE 


Evei though Lucy hadn’t slept a wink the night before, she was having a 


terrible time adapting to the witches’ nocturnal schedule. She tossed and 
turned for hours in her nest but couldn’t get comfortable—apparently nests 
had to be broken in like a new pair of shoes. Even worse, all her roommates 
snored like wild animals, and their constant belches and flatulence sounded 
like an orchestra of wind instruments that never stopped. 

When it was around three o’clock in the afternoon, Lucy decided to 
search for a softer bed. She quietly snuck out of the witches’? bedroom and 
tiptoed down the windy hall of the eleventh floor. The hall eventually split 
into three directions, and Lucy didn’t know whether to take the spiral stairs 
going down, the crooked ladder going up, or the bridge that zigzagged 
ahead. As she weighed her options, Lucy had the unsettling feeling of being 
watched. She turned to the parchment wall beside her and jumped when she 
made eye contact with a dark figure that was glaring at her. 

“Oh, hey, Old Billie,” Lucy said. “You scared me.” 

The goat didn’t move, but Lucy knew it was her from the liveliness in 
her illustrated eyes. 

“Do you know where I could find a normal bed?” Lucy asked. “I mean, 
there’s got to be a mattress in one of these seventy-seven rooms, right?” 

The illustration stared at Lucy as if it was looking into her soul and then 
slowly nodded. 

“Would you mind showing me where it is?” Lucy asked. “Pll sketch you 


a big, juicy patch of grass as a thank-you.” 

Old Billie suddenly sank through the floor and descended to the tenth 
story below. Lucy hurried down the spiral staircase to catch up with her. 
She followed the goat through the manor like she was being led through a 
giant maze. Old Billie took her down foyers that were slanted like slides, 
over walkways that were humped like camels’ backs, and through corridors 
that were built completely upside down. They eventually came to a tall 
hallway with dozens of black doors that covered the walls like a 
checkerboard. Old Billie moved through the wall and brushed her horns 
against the door in the center of the farthest wall. 

“So I’m assuming there’s a bed behind the door?” Lucy asked. 

The goat nodded eagerly. Lucy found a scaly armchair in the corner of 
the hallway and used it to climb into the open doorway. Once she was 
through the door, Lucy discovered a frightening office behind it. All the 
furniture and fixtures, from the desk to the chandelier, were made from 
human skulls. The walls were decorated from floor to ceiling with black 
masks, and each one was uniquely terrifying, as if they were all screaming 
with different expressions of pain and fear. 

“Nope,” Lucy muttered to herself. “No mattress is worth this 
nightmare.” 

As she climbed back out the door, Lucy saw something moving out of 
the corner of her eye. She looked up and saw that a door behind the skull 
desk had opened on its own. It was only open a crack but filled the office 
with an orange glow. The light was alluring, and before Lucy could talk 
herself out of it, she crept across the office and peered inside. 

The door led to a long closet lined with shelves made from charred 
wood. Hundreds of glowing jack-o’-lanterns were displayed on the shelves, 
and every single pumpkin was carved with a different lifelike face. Lucy 
thought it was a strange collection to keep in a closet, so she stepped inside 
for a closer look. She peeked inside a few of the jack-o’-lanterns and saw 
that a black candle was burning inside each of them and that the wicks were 
burning at different heights and different speeds. 

At the very end of the closet, set on a shelf of its own, was a pumpkin 
carved with the face of a young woman. As soon as Lucy laid eyes on it, the 
jack-o’-lantern gave her chills. The young woman was eerily familiar—it 
was a face Lucy had seen many times before—but she couldn’t recognize 


who she was off the top of her head. Lucy knew the young woman’s name 
would come to her if she concentrated, so she leaned down and studied the 
carving. 

“Aha! Gotcha!” 

Lucy whipped around and saw that Hareiet was standing in the office 
behind her. The young witch’s eyebrow was raised with so much suspicion 
it was practically floating above her forehead, and her nose twitched so 
wildly Lucy thought it might fly off her face. 

“Hareiet, what are you doing in here?” 

“The real question is, what are you doing in here, Lucy?” 

Lucy shrugged. “I was looking for a mattress.” 

“Save your lies!” Hareiet exclaimed, and dramatically pointed at her. 
“As soon as I saw you were missing from the bedroom, I knew you were up 
to no good! And now I have proof! The Fairy Godmother sent you to 
Ravencrest to spy on us!” 

“What?! Pm not a spy!” 

“You expect me to believe that you stumbled into Mistress Mara’s 
private study by accident?” 

Lucy’s eyes grew large and she nervously glanced around the chamber. 

“Wait, this is Mistress Mara’s private study?” she asked in disbelief. 
“Dang, I should have known that from the creepy masks! She decorates like 
an actor going through a breakup!” 

“Don’t act innocent, Lucy! I’m not as dumb as you think I am!” 

“Hareiet, if you were half as dumb as I think you are, you wouldn’t be 
able to stand and talk at the same time—but that’s beside the point! I 
promise you this is a big misunderstanding! Honestly, I didn’t even know I 
was on the seventh and a half floor!” 

“Mistress Mara! Mistress Mara!” Hareiet shouted into the manor. 

“No, wait!” Lucy pleaded. “I’m telling you the truth!” 

“MISTRESS MARA! MISTRESS MARA!” 

Suddenly, the study’s windows were burst open by a powerful wind. The 
sound startled the girls and they both dropped to the floor. A cloud of 
smoke seeped inside and floated to the center of the room. The smoke 
began to swirl, growing thicker and thicker, and soon Mistress Mara 
appeared in the midst of the smoky vortex. 

“What are you two doing in my study?” the witch roared. 


“T was right, Mistress Mara!” Hareiet said as she got to her feet. “The 
Fairy Godmother sent Lucy to Ravencrest to spy on us! I caught her 
peeping around your private chambers!” 

“Lucy, how dare you!” Mistress Mara hollered. “I give you a place to 
stay and this is how you thank me?” 

Lucy knew she was in serious trouble. She wanted to tell Mistress Mara 
that Old Billie had brought her there, but the witch had specifically warned 
Lucy to stay away from the goat. 

“I didn’t know this was your study—I swear!” she said, and quickly 
thought of a different excuse. “It’s my specialty for trouble—it’s always 
sending me to places I shouldn’t be!” 

“She lies even worse than she spies!” Hareiet declared. “Don’t believe a 
word she says, Mistress Mara! She broke the rules and deserves to be 
punished! Punish her! Punish her! Punish her!” 

Hareiet was rabid with excitement, and an evil smile grew under her 
twitchy nose. Lucy curled into a fetal position on the floor while she waited 
for Mistress Mara’s punishment. To the girls’ surprise, the witch’s anger 
faded and was replaced with curiosity. 

“Did you say you have a specialty for trouble?” she asked. 

Lucy nodded vigorously. “I’ve been causing strange and unfortunate 
things to happen for as long as I can remember,” she said. “Actually, since 
before I can remember.” 

“Really?” Mistress Mara asked. “Do tell.” 

“Oh gosh, where do I begin?” Lucy asked herself. “For starters, when 
my mother was pregnant with me, a flock of ravens gathered outside my 
family’s home and didn’t leave until the night I was born. Then, when I was 
a baby, I caused all kinds of weird things to happen around the house. I 
made frogs appear in the bathtub every time my mother tried to bathe me, I 
used to levitate out of my crib whenever I took naps, and I even turned my 
stuffed animals’ button eyes into real eyes that blinked and stared at people. 
And it only got worse when my family went into show business—I’m sure 
you’ve heard of the world-famous Goose Troupe.” 

“No,” Mistress Mara said. 

“Not once,” Hareiet said. 

Lucy frowned. “Well, you weren’t our target demographic,” she scoffed. 
“Anyway, my specialty would really show itself whenever we performed 


for tough crowds. This one time, we were in a pub in the Western Kingdom, 
and when the audience started booing us, I accidentally turned all their 
drinks into dog urine. Another time, we were doing our act for aristocrats in 
the Northern Kingdom, and when a lady yawned during my tambourine 
solo, I turned her hair into snakes! And then one night, we were doing a gig 
in the Southern Kingdom, and at the end of our performance, the theater 
manager refused to pay us. So I made the whole theater collapse!” 

“My, my, my,” Mistress Mara said. “How delightfully ghastly.” 

“My parents were worried something bad might happen to me if I stayed 
on the road, so they sent me to live with the fairies. And the rest is history.” 

“And all these incidences happened unintentionally without any magical 
training whatsoever?” Mistress Mara asked. 

“Yeah,” Lucy said with a sigh. “But even when I’m not causing trouble, 
trouble has a way of finding me! My specialty is what guided me through 
the woods to your school, and now it’s guided me directly into your study! 
Please don’t be angry with me!” 

Mistress Mara didn’t seem angry at all; in fact, she was fascinated by 
everything Lucy had told her. The witch quietly rubbed her pale chin, like 
she was deep in thought about several things at once. 

“We mustn’t punish people for what they can’t control; otherwise, we’d 
be no better than mankind,” Mistress Mara said. “You’re forgiven, Lucy, 
but just this once.” 

“Ah, gee, thanks!” Lucy said. “I promise it’ ll never happen again!” 

Mistress Mara turned to Hareiet, scowling with disappointment. 

“Unfortunately, the same can’t be said about you, Hareiet,” she said. 

“Me?” Hareiet gasped. “What did I do wrong?” 

“Lucy may have accidentally broken the rules, but you intentionally 
disobeyed me by following her inside my study,” she said. “I’m sorry, my 
dear, but it’s you who deserves punishment.” 

Mistress Mara crept toward her, and Hareiet fearfully backed away. 

“But... But... But I was only trying to protect the school!” Hareiet 
proclaimed. 

“I warned you about sticking your twitchy little nose in other people’s 
business, Hareiet,” the witch said. “If my words aren’t enough to teach you 
a lesson, then perhaps a curse will.” 

Mistress Mara pointed at Hareiet, and the young witch was surrounded 


by a whirlwind of black smoke. As the smoke spun around her, Hareiet’s 
appearance started to change. Her purple braids shrank into wispy ears, her 
skin was covered in dark fur, and her twitchy nose turned into a snout. 
Hareiet tried to run away, but she tripped as her hands and feet turned into 
paws. She tried to scream but a growl came out of her mouth instead. In just 
a few moments, Hareiet had completely transformed into a lynx! 

“Now get out of my house and join the other animals outside!” Mistress 
Mara ordered. 

Horrified, Hareiet jumped out the window and climbed down the side of 
the manor to the graveyard below. A jack-o’-lantern appeared on the floor 
where Hareiet had been standing, and it was carved with a lifelike depiction 
of Hareiet’s face. Mistress Mara hummed a pleasant tune as she scooped the 
pumpkin off the floor and put it with the others in her closet. 

Lucy was mortified by the whole ordeal and was too frightened to speak. 

“Don’t be scared, Lucy,” Mistress Mara said. “Hareiet made a grave 
mistake, and I wouldn’t be a good teacher if I didn’t enforce consequences. 
As long as you follow the rules of this house, yov’ll have nothing to fear. 
Besides, Hareiet’s pompous attitude was starting to get on my nerves. It’ll 
be nice to have a break from her.” 

“How long will Hareiet be a lynx?” Lucy asked. 

“One hundred years,” Mistress Mara said. 

“One hundred years?” Lucy gasped. 

“Lessons are like stones; the harder and heavier they are, the more 
they’ Il sink in.” 

“So are all the lynxes outside other people you’ve cursed?” 

“My techniques may seem cruel, but I’m doing them a favor,” the witch 
said. “Now they have a century to reflect on their poor decisions, and when 
they transform back into people, they’ll be better people than they were 
before.” 

“And the pumpkins? Are they some sort of curse record?” 

Mistress Mara smiled. “We’ll save that for another time,” she said. 
“Trouble may have guided you to my study, Lucy, but I believe you were 
guided to my school by something much greater. I’m confident Ravencrest 
can offer you more than the fairies ever could—that is, if you’re willing to 
be adventurous.” 

Lucy was too afraid to turn the witch down. 


“Sure,” she said with a nervous quiver. “It’ll give me something to do 
while I’m here.” 

“Splendid,” Mistress Mara said. “Now you should go back to the 
eleventh floor and try to get some sleep while you can. Your and Pip’s 
introduction to witchcraft begins tonight. P11 meet you and the other girls in 
the graveyard after dusk.” 

Lucy nodded and hurried out of the study, but Mistress Mara stopped her 
when she was halfway through the door. 

“Oh, and, Lucy? Just one more thing before you leave,” the witch said. 
“Don’t take the mercy I showed you today for granted. If I catch you 
anywhere near this study again, you’ll be spending the next hundred years 
hunting mice with Hareiet. Is that understood?” 

Lucy gulped. “Yes, Mistress,” she peeped. 

Once she was out of the study, Lucy ran through the manor until she 
found her way back to the eleventh floor. She was panting so hard Lucy was 
afraid she might wake her roommates, so she leaned against the bedroom 
door and slid to the floor while she caught her breath. As she rested, Lucy 
spotted something moving out of the comer of her eye and saw Old Billie 
standing in the wall beside her. 

“What the heck is your problem?” Lucy whispered. “I asked you for a 
bed and you almost got me cursed!” 

The illustration beamed with confidence, as if the goat knew exactly 
what she had done. 

“Well?” Lucy asked her. “Did I do something to offend you? Or do you 
just put people in danger for fun?” 

Old Billie stared at Lucy for a few moments of silence, like she was 
trying to communicate something telepathically. Lucy could tell the goat 
had a reason for sending her to Mistress Mara’s study, but she couldn’t 
figure out what it was. 

“You’re trying to send me a message, aren’t you?” Lucy asked. “There’s 
something in that room you wanted me to see, isn’t there?” 

The goat walked down the hallway and disappeared from sight, but her 
confident gaze remained on Lucy as she went. Mistress Mara had warned 
Lucy that Old Billie was a mischievous little creature, but there was 
obviously much more than mischief on her mind.... 





CHAPTER EIGHT 


JINXES AND HEXES 


At six o’clock in the evening, the taxidermy clock in the entrance hall 


erupted with a bloodcurdling roar to wake everyone in Ravencrest Manor. 
Lucy was already wide awake and anxiously pacing across the witches’ 
bedroom floor. The events in Mistress Mara’s private study played over and 
over again in her mind, and each time she watched the scene unfold, the 
more questions and fears she developed. 

Why had Old Billie sent Lucy to Mistress Mara’s study? Was the goat 
trying to show her the closet of jack-o’-lanterns or was there something else 
Lucy had missed? Did Lucy actually recognize one of the carvings or was 
her exhausted mind playing tricks on her? And now that she saw how 
Mistress Mara punished her students, was Lucy foolish for staying at 
Ravencrest? Or was it more dangerous to leave and risk disappointing the 
witch? 

As her concerns rose, Stitches, Beebee, Sprout, and Pip rose, too. The 
witches began to yawn and stretch in their nests as they slowly stirred to 
life. 

“Good evening, everybody,” Pip said. “How did you sleep?” 

“B-b-blissfully,” Beebee said. 

“Like a log,” Sprout said. 

“Well, I had terrible daymares all day!” Stitches declared. “First, I 
dreamed I was swimming in an ocean full of man-eating sharks! And then I 
was chased up a tree by a pack of lions! And then I was plucked out of the 
tree by an enormous hawk! And then the hawk dangled me over the open 
mouths of her hungry babies!” 


“T’m sorry, Stitches,” Pip said. “That doesn’t sound very restful.” 

“What do you mean?” Stitches asked with a wide grin. “It was the best 
sleep I’ve had in months.” 

Lucy’s tired eyes darted back and forth between her roommates and 
Hareiet’s empty nest. She didn’t know how she was going to explain what 
had happened to Hareiet, and she worried the witches might blame her for 
it. Lucy felt like she might explode if she kept the news to herself for a 
moment longer and decided to just get it over with. 

“Guys, something horrible has happened!” she blurted out. 

Stitches, Beebee, and Sprout seemed rather excited by the announcement 
and scooted to the edges of their nests. 

“Did we g-g-get termites?” 

“Did my dolls move while I was asleep?” 

“Did you make your own fertilizer?” 

“No—and gross, Sprout!” Lucy said. “It’s about Hareiet! Last night, I 
couldn’t sleep in my nest so I went looking for another bed. I accidentally 
wandered into Mistress Mara’s private study and Hareiet followed me 
inside! She thought I was spying for the fairies and tattled on me! Mistress 
Mara let me off the hook with a warning but she turned Hareiet into a lynx 
for breaking the rules!” 

Pip shrieked but the witches were disappointed by the news. 

“Well?” Lucy pressed. “One of your friends is going to spend the next 
century as a big cat! Doesn’t that concern you?” 

The witches exchanged smiles and giggled at Lucy. 

“N-n-not really,” Beebee said. 

“Mistress Mara turns students into lynxes all the time,” Stitches said. 

“It happened to Deerdra, Collie, Wizabeth, and Jorilla,’ Sprout listed. 
“And Fincher, Dogatha, Hogbert, Smuggles, Camella, Pandy, Hylena, Rat 
Mary—” 

“She g-g-gets the point, Sprout.” 

“Pm just bummed I didn’t get to see Hareiet transform in person,” 
Stitches said with a frown. “It always makes me warm and fuzzy on the 
inside when someone becomes warm and fuzzy on the outside.” 

“Who put her down on the lynx pool?” Sprout asked. 

Stitches pulled out a large board from behind her nest, and the witches 
inspected a colorful chart drawn on it. 


“Aw, man!” Sprout moaned. “Beebee wins again!” 

“She always wins!” Stitches groaned. “How does she do it?” 

“Tt’s a g-g-gift,” Beebee gloated. “Now p-p-pay up, witches!” 

Sprout and Stitches begrudgingly handed Beebee a few gold coins each. 
Lucy and Pip couldn’t believe what they were seeing. 

“You guys make bets on who you think is going to be cursed next?” Pip 
asked. 

“Yeah,” Stitches said with a shrug. “Witches never miss the fortune in a 
misfortune.” 

Once they finished placing bets for the next lynx pool, all the girls 
changed into their black cloaks and striped stockings and went downstairs 
for breakfast. In the dining room, the invisible butler served them tarantula- 
leg stew and squid-ink smoothies. Lucy hadn’t eaten since the day before, 
but after watching the hairy legs floating in her bowl, she didn’t think she’d 
ever be hungry again. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” Stitches said. “It needs more salt.” 

Lucy felt sick to her stomach and pushed her spoon aside. 

“Are all the meals this decadent?” she asked. 

“Oh yeah, the butler is a wonderful cook!” Sprout said. “He also makes 
great feetloaf, chicken-and-lice soup, stench fries, yak-and-bony cheese, 
beaver salad, ferret cake—” 

“B-b-breathe, Sprout! B-b-breathe!” 

“Sorry, I like making lists,’ Sprout said, and then tapped on her head. “It 
fills the space.” 

When the girls were through with breakfast, they gathered in the 
graveyard outside and waited for Mistress Mara to join them. The sunlight 
was fading fast, and the darker it got, the creepier and colder the graveyard 
became. The lynxes roamed through the grounds around them, and now that 
Lucy knew they were all cursed people, their prying eyes seemed even 
more eerie than before. 

“Which lynx do you think is Hareiet?” Pip asked. 

“Mhmmm,” Lucy said as she glanced around. “Oh, definitely that one.” 

She pointed to a lynx that was lounging on a tombstone nearby. 

“How can you tell?” Pip asked. 

“Because a cat’s never given me such a dirty look before.” 

Sure enough, the lynx was glaring at Lucy with human-level hatred. 


Lucy felt horrible about what had happened to Hareiet, and clearly, Hareiet 
blamed Lucy as much as Lucy blamed herself. 

“It’s ironic,” Pip said. “They say curiosity killed the cat, but curiosity 
turned Hareiet into one.” 

Hareiet didn’t appreciate the comment. She hissed at the girls and then 
dashed to the other side of the graveyard. 

“At least she’s not pussyfooting around her feelings,” Lucy said. 

Once the light had completely faded from the sky, a cloud of smoke 
blew out of an open window at the manor and floated to the center of the 
graveyard. The smoke swirled into a tall vortex, and Mistress Mara 
appeared inside it. The witches applauded their teacher’s entrance, but Lucy 
took a timid step back. 

“Welcome to witchcraft!” Mistress Mara declared with open arms. 
“Tonight, Pip and Lucy will discover talents they never knew they 
possessed, and they’ll begin the first day of their authentic lives! However, 
before becoming a student at the Ravencrest School of Witchcraft, your 
abilities will be put to the test. Lucy and Pip must pass four entrance exams 
that represent the fundamentals of witchcraft—jinxes, hexes, potions, and 
curses. Once you complete the exams, you’ll be officiated in our sacred 
Ravencrest Enrollment Ceremony under the next full moon. And then 
you’ |] continue your education with the others. Any questions?” 

Pip raised her hand. “Why does the Enrollment Ceremony take place 
during a full moon?” she asked. 

“Purely for tradition,’ Mistress Mara said, but the twinkle in her eye 
told another story. “You’re both in luck because the next full moon is only 
two days away. Some girls have to wait weeks for it.” 

“I had to wait two months because it was cloudy!” Stitches said. 

Lucy raised her hand next. “And what happens if we dont pass the 
exams?” she asked. 

“Then I’m afraid Ravencrest is not for you and you’ll be asked to 
leave,” Mistress Mara said. “But neither of you should worry about that. 
The exams are merely a precaution to make sure my students are capable 
and serious about witchcraft. We don’t want any impostors roaming through 
Ravencrest—at least, not on two legs.” 

Mistress Mara threw her head back and cackled at the remark. Lucy and 
Pip exchanged an anxious glance and laughed along with her. 


“Now before we begin our first exam, I want you to forget everything 
you’ve been told about witchcraft,’ Mistress Mara said in a somber tone. 
“Its commonly believed that witchcraft is a vile, cruel, and demonic 
alternative to magic—but that is utter nonsense you must unchain yourself 
from. In truth, magic isn’t any kinder, more pleasant, or more natural than 
witchcraft—it’s simply different. Like darkness to light, cold to heat, and 
death to life, witchcraft and magic have their own unique purposes and 
importance, and they cannot exist without the other. So when someone says 
magic is better or worse, right or wrong, moral or immoral compared with 
witchcraft, they are not stating a fact but giving an opinion. And just 
because more people enjoy the daytime doesn’t mean the night shouldn’t 
exist. No, no, no—the planet needs the sun and the moon to work properly. 
So therefore, the world needs witchcraft, whether they like it or not.” 

Mistress Mara motioned toward the manor, and the invisible butler 
emerged through the front door. He carried a hefty wooden chest into the 
graveyard and placed it on the ground in front of Lucy and Pip. The butler 
opened the chest, and the girls saw it was full of pots and pans, combs and 
toothbrushes, tools and gears, pens and pencils, among several other 
household objects. 

“Since fairies like to make improvements with magic, to keep a 
harmonious balance, it’s a witch’s job to make impoverishments with 
witchcraft,” Mistress Mara said. “One of the ways we accomplish this is by 
performing jinxes. A jinx is an enchantment that temporarily alters an 
appearance, behavior, or function in a negative way. It usually lasts a couple 
of days and can easily be reversed with a little magic. For your first 
examination, you will each select an object from the chest and jinx it to 
appear, behave, or function abnormally. Pip, let’s start with you.” 

Pip was a little nervous but mostly excited to do witchcraft for the first 
time. She dug through the chest and searched for the perfect object to 
bewitch. Eventually, Pip settled on a small hand mirror with a brass frame. 
She held it close to her chest, closed her eyes, and concentrated on how she 
wanted to jinx it. The hand mirror started to rust in her grip, and when Pip 
looked into it, instead of seeing her normal reflection, she saw the face of a 
wild boar. 

“I did it!” Pip cheered. “I jinxed the mirror to show a hideous 
reflection!” 


The witches gave Pip a polite round of applause. 

“Holy scratch-and-sniff!” Lucy exclaimed. “Pip, look at your hands!” 

The celebration was cut short when Pip glanced down. After performing 
the jinx, Pip’s fingernails had grown three inches long and were as thick as 
animal claws. She screamed and dropped the mirror on the ground. 

“What’s happening to me?” Pip shrieked. 

“Don’t be alarmed, dear,” Mistress Mara said. “It’s just a little side 
effect of the witchcraft. But fret not, once you pass your entrance exams, 
your appearance will return to normal.” 

Pip was very embarrassed of her new nails and hid her hands in her 
pockets. 

“Lucy, you’re up next,” Mistress Mara said. 

Lucy was afraid to follow the witch’s instructions. She wasn’t a stranger 
to causing damage, but she had never before caused harm intentionally or 
without good intentions. What would happen when she mixed her specialty 
with witchcraft? How horribly would it affect her appearance? Lucy 
wondered if she could pass the exam without performing a jinx. She found a 
watch at the bottom of the chest and came up with an idea. 

“What’s that over there?” Lucy shouted. 

She theatrically pointed toward the gate at the edge of the property. All 
the witches turned around to see what Lucy was referring to. While they 
were distracted, Lucy used her teeth to rip the dial off the side of the watch, 
and the gears stopped ticking. 

“T don’t see anything,” Sprout said. 

“What are you p-p-pointing at?” Beebee asked. 

“Sorry, it was probably one of those moving trees,” Lucy said. 
“Anyway, I finished my jinx. Behold! A watch that is frozen in time!” 

Lucy presented the broken watch to the witches, but they weren’t 
impressed. Stitches took the watch from Lucy and examined it with her 
bigger eye. 

“Are you sure you used witchcraft to jinx this?” she asked. 

“Of course I did,” Lucy lied. 

“Then why d-d-didn’t the witchcraft affect you like P-p-pip?” Beebee 
asked. 

“Yeah, you don’t seem any uglier than you were before,” Sprout noted. 

Lucy groaned and adjusted her striped tights. “Actually, I think a nasty 


wart just popped up, but believe me, you do not want to know where it is,” 
she said. 

The witches weren’t buying it. Mistress Mara wasn’t convinced either, 
but surprisingly, she looked past Lucy’s blatant dishonesty. 

“Congratulations, ladies, you’ve both passed the first examination,” 
Mistress Mara said. “Your next exam will test your hexing abilities, but 
hexes are more challenging than jinxes. They require special participation.” 

Mistress Mara whistled and the girls heard a loud bang. They turned 
toward the noise and saw Brick and Stone burst through the doors of a 
nearby mausoleum. The gargoyles dragged a man and a woman behind 
them whose hands and feet were wrapped in chains. Brick and Stone placed 
the prisoners on the ground in front of Mistress Mara. They trembled in her 
presence. 

“Please, don’t hurt us!” the man pleaded. 

“We have children!” the woman cried. 

Mistress Mara rolled her eyes. “Children, children, children,” she said. 
“Why do people always bring up their children when they’re caught doing 
something wrong? If you really loved your children, you wouldn’t have 
tried stealing from me in the first place!” 

She snapped her fingers, and the couple were silenced by two black 
cloths. Lucy had a horrible feeling in the pit of her stomach about whatever 
was going to happen next. 

“This man and woman are grave robbers and were recently caught 
raiding the tombs on my property,” Mistress Mara said. “For your next 
examination, you will alter their appearance, behavior, or functionality with 
a hex. Now, a hex is just like a jinx but it’s applied to a living thing. Hexes 
can range in severity, but there’s really no point if it’s subtle or easily 
remedied. Remember, if it can be cured by a doctor, then don’t even bother. 
Pip, would you like to go first?” 

Lucy could tell Pip didn’t want to hurt the couple but still wanted to 
prove herself to Mistress Mara. The grave robbers shook their heads and 
mumbled frantically, begging her to stop, but Pip stepped toward the couple 
anyway and waved a hand over their frightened faces. The witches heard 
two pairs of pops but couldn’t tell what had changed. 

“Am I missing something?” Stitches asked. “How did you hex them?” 

“T gave them each two left feet,” Pip said. 


Sprout and Beebee removed the grave robbers’ shoes to be certain. The 
grave robbers let out muffled screams when they saw Pip’s enchantment. 

“That’s not so b-b-bad,” Beebee said. 

“Are you kidding?” Pip asked. “They won’t be able to dance or walk in 
a straight line! And if there’s an emergency, they’ll be running in circles for 
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Pip went quiet because she felt something itchy under her nose. 
Unfortunately, the hex had caused long whiskers to grow on her upper lip. 
Pip was mortified and covered her whiskers with her hands. 

“Never be ashamed of your accomplishments, dear,” the witch said. 
“Congratulations, Pip, you’ve passed your second examination. Lucy, it’s 
your turn.” 

“But I don’t want to hex them!” Lucy said. “Look, I know they tried to 
rob you, but they didn’t do anything to me personally!” 

“You’re very mistaken,” Mistress Mara said. “A crime against one witch 
is a crime against every witch. And it’s important we stand together and 
demand the world’s respect! Without hexes, people would have no reason to 
fear us. Now go on.” 

Lucy didn’t know how she was going to get out of this one—the witches 
were watching her like hawks. She reluctantly stepped toward the grave 
robbers, raised her hand, and summoned the most harmful—yet painless— 
hex she could muster. As if the grave robbers were being marked by 
invisible pens, the couple were suddenly covered in hundreds of awkward 
tattoos. Their skin was full of disproportionate animals, unflattering 
symbols, and motivational phrases that were misworded like Live everyday 
like it’s your past, The glass is always half bull, and Knowledge is powder. 

The witches didn’t know what to make of Lucy’s strange hex—even the 
grave robbers seemed more confused than scared. 

Lucy shrugged. “What? It was the worst thing I could think of.” 

While she defended herself, Lucy felt a strange tingle at the top of her 
forehead. She ran her fingers through her hair and felt something unusually 
soft in her bangs. The witches pointed and cackled at Lucy when they 
noticed it, too. 

“What’s going on?” Lucy gasped. “What’s wrong with my hair?” 

“The witchcraft gave you feathers!” Stitches said. 

“White feathers!” Sprout said. 


“And they’re f-f-fluffy, too!” 

Lucy plucked a feather from her head and stared at it in utter horror. She 
retrieved Pip’s mirror from the ground and saw that a patch of fluffy white 
feathers had appeared at the front of her hairline. 

“Oh my God!” Lucy cried. “I look like a woodpecker!” 

“It could be worse,” Pip said, and pointed to her whiskers. 

“Congratulations, Lucy, you’ve also passed the second exam,” Mistress 
Mara said. “Give me a moment to clear our supplies and we’ll move on to 
the next exam.” 

The witch twirled her fingers, and the grave robbers were suddenly 
surrounded in black smoke. As the smoke swirled around them, the couple 
were slowly transformed into lynxes. Once the transformation was 
complete, the chains slipped off their bodies, and the grave robbers dashed 
into the graveyard to join the other cursed felines. Two jack-o’-lanterns with 
lifelike carvings of their faces appeared on the ground behind the couple. 

“Put them with the others,” Mistress Mara instructed the butler. 

The invisible servant scooped the pumpkins off the ground and headed 
inside the manor. 

“Moving on,” Mistress Mara said. “The next examination will test your 
potion-brewing abilities. Unlike jinxes and hexes, the potions examination 
doesn’t require witchcraft, but instead will test your aptitude for following 
instructions and making measurements for—” 

The witch was interrupted by the sound of galloping. In the distance, the 
witches saw someone approaching the manor on a black horse. Whoever it 
was, Lucy assumed they weren’t a stranger to Ravencrest because neither 
the trees nor the gargoyles tried to stop them. When the visitor reached the 
iron fence, the gate automatically swung open and the horse entered the 
graveyard. 

As the visitor rode closer, Lucy got her first good glimpse. It was a man, 
wearing a red suit that shimmered in the dark, but his identity was hidden 
behind a mask shaped like a ram’s skull. The man dismounted his horse, 
tied its reins to a gravestone, and then approached Mistress Mara. The witch 
was anything but happy to see the visitor—in fact, his presence had made 
her tense. It was the first time Lucy had seen Mistress Mara look 
uncomfortable. Without saying a word to him, Mistress Mara nodded 
toward the manor, and the man headed for the front door. 


“Forgive me, ladies,” the witch told the girls. “We’ll have to finish your 
entrance exams at another time. I’ll see you again tomorrow after dusk.” 

Mistress Mara followed the man inside the manor without saying 
another word. 

“Who was that?” Pip asked the witches. 

“We’re not sure,” Sprout said. “We just call him the Horned One. He 
visits Mistress Mara every so often but she’s never told us anything about 
him.” 

“He g-g-gives me the c-c-creeps,” Beebee said. 

“Me too,” Stitches said, and her eyes fluttered. “It’s so attractive!” 

“What are we supposed to do now that Mistress Mara is busy?” Pip 
asked. 

“Tf I were you, I’d search the grounds for some spotted fungi and purple- 
leaved shrubbery,” Sprout suggested. “They might be helpful for your 
examination tomorrow—they always give potions a little extra kick.” 

“Thanks for the tip,” Lucy said. “But first I’m going to go inside and try 
to do something about these feathers.” 

Lucy returned to the manor on her own and headed to the witches’ 
bedroom. She was fairly familiar with the layout by now, but still, the 
labyrinth of staircases, bridges, and hallways was tricky to navigate by 
herself. 

She was halfway across a corridor on the fourth floor when, out of 
nowhere, the corridor started spinning. It spun so fast Lucy became dizzy 
and had to hug the wall to stay on her feet. When the corridor finally came 
to a stop, it led to a completely different part of the manor than it normally 
did. 

“What the heck was that all about?” Lucy asked, but no one was there to 
answer her. 

Once she regained her bearings, Lucy found a circular chamber at the 
end of the corridor that she had never seen before. The chamber had 
thirteen doors that were all different shapes and sizes. As soon as Lucy took 
her first step inside the chamber, a door slammed shut behind her, locking 
her inside. She tried to go back but the door wouldn’t budge. 

“Hello?” Lucy called. “Is someone there?” 

She pounded on the door but there was no response. 

“Okay, this isn’t funny anymore! Who’s doing this? Is that you, 


Stitches?” 

Still, no one replied—in fact, Lucy didn’t hear a single sound come from 
another soul. It was as if the manor itself was playing a practical joke on 
her. 

Lucy checked all the doors in the chamber, but all of them were locked. 
Just when she thought she would be trapped in the chamber forever, one of 
the doors suddenly opened on its own. Without anywhere else to go, Lucy 
cautiously peeked through the open doorway and found a very familiar 
hallway on the other side—it was the hall outside Mistress Mara’s study! 
Before Lucy could turn around, the door slammed shut and pushed her into 
the hallway. 

“No, I can’t be here!” Lucy whispered. “Whoever is doing this, you’ve 
got to let me back in! If I get caught anywhere near the seventh floor, 
Mistress Mara is going to—” 

Suddenly, Lucy heard footsteps coming from the study. She quickly 
dashed to a corner of the hallway and hid behind the scaled armchair. The 
Horned One stormed out of the study, and Mistress Mara chased after him. 

“Wait! Don’t leave!” she pleaded. 

“I’ve given you months, and you’ve given me nothing.” 

“But we’re so close! We can’t stop now!” 

“There is no we. Our alliance is over.” 

The Horned One spoke in a soft yet commanding whisper, but the horns 
of his mask amplified his voice to the volume of a scream. 

“T understand your frustration, but I’m telling you, the curse is going to 
work this time!” Mistress Mara said. “This one is different—she was born 
to be the host! And the next full moon is a blood moon! When it reaches the 
center of the night sky, for a few brief moments, all of witchcraft will be 
heightened!” 

“T can’t waste any more time,” he said. “The clan is growing restless. If 
they lose their faith in me, P1 lose everything.” 

“But you’ll gain nothing if we don’t work together,” Mistress Mara said. 
“You do your part, Pll do mine, and by this time next week, you and I will 
be unstoppable. King Champion XIV will be gone, the Fairy Godmother 
will be dead, and mankind will finally be held accountable for what they’ve 
done to us.” 

Lucy covered her mouth to silence a gasp. Mistress Mara had got the 


Horned One’s attention now, and he stopped in his tracks. 

“How much longer for the curse?” he asked. 

“Three days,” she said. 

“And you’re certain it’ll take?” 

“Positive.” 

The Horned One seethed and clenched his fists as he considered his 
options. 

“Very well,” he said. “But if you’re wrong about the curse, P1 send the 
clan after you and your students. The Brotherhood will need something to 
occupy their time while I find another partner.” 

After the warning was issued, the Horned One proceeded down the 
hallway and disappeared from sight. Once he was gone, Mistress Mara’s 
face filled with fear and she let out a desperate sigh. The witch returned to 
her study and locked the door behind her. 

Lucy was so overwhelmed by what she had just witnessed, she felt like 
she was in the spinning corridor all over again. She had no idea how or why 
she had ended up in the hallway outside Mistress Mara’s study again, but 
she was glad she had. Hearing that Brystal’s life was in danger made all of 
Lucy’s bitterness toward her fade away. The hard feelings were replaced 
with an urgency to return to the Fairy Territory and inform the Fairy 
Council about everything she had just learned. However, as Lucy planned 
her departure, she had a sudden change of heart. 

“Wait a second, I don’t need the Fairy Council’s help with this—I’m 
going to save the day this time!” she whispered to herself. “Pll stay at 
Ravencrest, figure out exactly what Mistress Mara is up to, and then I’m 
going to stop her! And once I do, Brystal and the fairies will beg me to 
come back!” 

Lucy nodded confidently—this was her moment to shine. 





CHAPTER NINE 


POTIONS AND CURSES 


k was a good thing their closest neighbors were miles away, because the 


fumes wafting out of the Ravencrest chimney were anything but pleasant. 
The witches were in the kitchen brewing potions and wore clothespins on 
their noses to ward off the smell. For their third entrance exam, Lucy and 
Pip had each selected a recipe from an old book of potions and did their 
best to follow the complicated instructions. As they mixed the bizarre 
ingredients into their cauldrons, the potions bubbled and gleamed with 
bright colors. 

“Remember to always stir counterclockwise,” Mistress Mara said as she 
paced between them. “And make sure your measurements are precise. One 
lizard scale more, or one crow feather less, and your potion could end in 
disaster.” 

Lucy was trying to brew an Ease Elixir—a concoction someone could 
drink to make all of life’s challenges seem easy—but ironically, the potion 
was incredibly complicated to create. Pip seemed much more confident 
with her potion and whistled while she chopped up a scorpion tail and 
sprinkled it into her potion. Lucy read her recipe over and over again, but it 
might as well have been written in a different language. 

“Four goblets of platypus broth, six chalices of donkey dandruff, three 
pickled peacock feet, one liberal leech, and an elfspoon of emu gizzard,’” 
she read. “What the heck is an elfspoon?” 

“Tt’s a quarter of a teaspoon,” Stitches whispered. 

“Don’t forget to add eye of newt,” Sprout suggested. 

“It’s like b-b-butter for witches,” Beebee said. 


“Girls, stop helping Lucy,” Mistress Mara said. “She’s supposed to do 
this on her own. Stay focused on your own assignment.” 

While Lucy and Pip made potions for their exams, Stitches, Sprout, and 
Beebee were brewing something in a cauldron the size of a bathtub. 

“What are you guys making?” Lucy asked. 

“Tt’s for the Enrollment Ceremony tomorrow night,” Sprout said. 

“Don’t worry, you’ ll find out soon enough,” Stitches said. 

“Assuming you p-p-pass the exams,” Beebee said. 

At this point, Lucy wasn’t sure she would. It was incredibly difficult to 
concentrate on the potion with all the questions she had about what she’d 
seen and heard the night before. What exactly were Mistress Mara and the 
Horned One planning? What kind of curse was the witch trying to produce? 
Why hadn’t it worked before and why did it require a host? And most 
concerning of all, if Mistress Mara was successful, how would it put King 
Champion XIV, Brystal, and mankind in danger? 

The questions were daunting and worrisome, but if Lucy failed the 
entrance exams and got kicked out of Ravencrest, she would never find the 
answers she needed to stop the witch. So she tried to quiet her troubled 
mind and put all her energy into finishing her potion. 

Lucy went to the supply shelves for her missing liberal leech and 
elfspoon of emu gizzard. Finding the right ingredients was the hardest part 
of making potions. Lucy searched a pot of leeches for a liberal one, but she 
couldn’t tell what their political views were. So she picked one at random. 
She didn’t know which jar contained emu gizzard, because the majority of 
the ingredients were labeled GIZZARD. Lucy selected the gizzard that looked 
the most birdlike and hoped it was the correct one. 

She added the leech and the gizzard to her potion and then double- 
checked the recipe’s final instructions. 

“Yee whoth wish for completion, may doeth by bestowal of childhood 
remembrance,’” she read aloud. “Oh, I understand—to finish my potion, I 
have to give it a childhood memory. Well, I suppose I wouldn’t miss 
remembering the time I—” 

Suddenly, Lucy couldn’t recall what memory she was talking about, but 
her potion bubbled with more intensity than before. 

“I think I’m done,” she announced. 


“T just need one more second,” Pip said. 

She reached into her pocket and dropped in the spotted fungi and the 
purple-leaved shrubbery Sprout had recommended the night before. Pip’s 
potion churned and turned bright blue. 

“Finished!” she said. 

“Fantastic,” Mistress Mara said. “Pip, you had such wonderful 
beginner’s luck yesterday, let’s start with you. Tell us which potion you 
selected and give us a demonstration.” 

“I chose the Tooth Tonic,” Pip said. “It’s supposed to grow teeth on 
everything it touches.” 

Pip held up the wooden spoon she was using to stir the potion, and it 
was covered in dozens of human teeth. 

“T guess it demonstrates itself,” she said. 

“Terrific work, Pip,” Mistress Mara said. “Lucy? Which potion did you 
choose?” 

Lucy lost confidence after seeing how successful Pip’s potion was. Her 
final product looked nothing like the illustration in the book of potions. 
Instead of a smooth green liquid, the potion was brown and chunky. Lucy 
felt sick just from looking at it, so she improvised. 

“Actually, I created my own potion,” she said. “I call it an Indigestion 
Draft! It’s guaranteed to give you the worst stomachache of your life! 
Would anyone like to try it?” 

The witches glanced inside her cauldron and almost puked. 

“No, thanks,” Stitches said. 

“We believe you,” Sprout said. 

“Good j-j-job, Lucy,” Beebee said. 

Mistress Mara eyed the potion with a doubtful gaze. 

“Congratulations, girls, you’ve both passed your third exam,” she said. 

Lucy knew she wasn’t fooling Mistress Mara, but once again, the witch 
had let her shortcoming slide. She didn’t understand why Mistress Mara 
was turning such a blind eye to her failures—unless Mistress Mara had a 
reason for keeping her around. Whatever the reasoning was, Lucy was 
grateful for it—she had her own reasons for sticking around Ravencrest. 
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Once the potions exam was complete, Mistress Mara took Pip and Lucy 
into the graveyard by themselves. Stitches, Beebee, and Sprout stayed 
behind to work on the potion for the Enrollment Ceremony. The invisible 
butler was waiting for them outside and held a black ceramic vase 
decorated with the face of a ferocious lion. 

“For your fourth and final entrance exam, we’ll be covering the most 
important part of witchcraft, and my personal favorite—curses,” Mistress 
Mara told the girls. 

Lucy and Pip looked to each other with anxious eyes, already fearing 
what the next examination might entail. 

“Although the word itself has a negative connotation, a curse can be 
very positive depending on your point of view,” Mistress Mara said. 
“Fairies pride themselves on rewarding good deeds, healing the sick, and 
giving to the needy—but not everyone deserves to be helped. On the 
contrary, some people deserve to be punished for their wicked ways. Too 
often, the same people get away with the same sins over and over again. 
When their cruelty goes unchecked, when the law fails to avenge the 
mistreated, and when the saying What goes around comes around isn’t 
enough, then it’s up to us to provide retribution. Sometimes a curse is the 
only source of justice. 

“Curses are similar to jinxes and hexes, but much more complex. They 
can be applied to the living or the inanimate, and occasionally, an entire 
environment. Curses can last for as long as you wish, and they are 
extremely difficult—if not impossible—to remedy with magic. They’re 
fueled by anger, and the more pain and fury within us, the more powerful 
our curses can be. While plenty of advanced curses require very specific 
conditions to activate, the kind we’ll be focusing on today only requires a 
bit of imagination.” 

Mistress Mara took the black vase from the invisible butler. 

“For the next exam, we’ll be taking a little field trip,” the witch said. 
“This vase may seem small and unassuming, but it’s a very powerful tool 
we Call a Vex Vessel. With one drop of blood, the vase will bring you face- 
to-face with the person—or persons—who caused you the most physical or 
emotional pain. To complete the exam, you must vindicate your suffering 
by cursing the offenders from your past. It may be surprising to see who 
and where the Vex Vessel takes you to, and although the three of us will be 


traveling together, only you will be visible. Confronting the people who’ve 
hurt us is never easy, but I promise, nothing is more exhilarating than the 
empowerment you’ll feel afterward. I find it’s rather addicting to hold the 
corrupt responsible.” 

Mistress Mara raised the vase toward Pip, and the invisible butler 
handed Pip a pin. Pip cautiously peered into the vase like it contained a 
poisonous spider. 

“Don’t be scared, dear,” the witch said. “Wherever it takes you, Pll be 
right by your side.” 

“Actually, I know exactly where it’s going to take me,” she said. 

Pip took a deep breath, pricked her finger with the pin, and let her blood 
drip into the vase. The Vex Vessel suddenly became so heavy Mistress Mara 
had to set it on the ground. As if the vase had turned Pip’s drop into a 
fountain, a geyser of blood shot out of it with the power of a volcano. The 
blood swirled through the air, completely surrounding them. Once the 
graveyard disappeared from sight, the blood returned to the vase, and the 
girls discovered they had been transported to a different part of the world. 

Mistress Mara, Lucy, and Pip were standing on a hill in the middle of a 
dry and desolate plain. There was nothing but parched earth for miles 
around them except for one building that sat on top of the hill. It was a 
large, five-story structure with crumbling walls, broken windows, and a 
crooked chimney. The building was surrounded by a tall stone wall with 
spikes at the top. 

“What is this place? A prison?” Lucy asked. 

“Worse,” Pip said. “It’s the Bootstrap Correctional Facility.” 

Even though it was late, they found a man and woman doing chores in 
the yard. The man was shaped like an upside-down pear; he wore an 
unraveled bow tie and was hard at work patching a hole in the side of the 
building. The woman was taller than the man and shaped like a cucumber. 
She wore a lacy dress with a high collar and used a hoe to plow the dirt of a 
wilted vegetable garden. 

The couple looked utterly exhausted—as if they hadn’t had a good 
night’s rest in years. The man took a break to wipe his sweaty brow and 
noticed Pip standing nearby. Just like Mistress Mara had said, Pip was the 
only one the couple could see. 

Mr. Edgar scowled at Pip. “Where did she come from?” he grumbled. 


His wife looked up and a matching scowl appeared on her face. 

“The facility is closed,” Mrs. Edgar said. “We don’t take delinquents 
anymore. Go back to wherever you came from!” 

The sound of their voices made Pip tense, like she was in the presence of 
two dangerous predators. She tried to run away, but Mistress Mara stopped 
her. 

“You can do this,” the witch said. “Make them pay for the anguish they 
caused you.” 

Pip closed her eyes and gathered up the courage to face them. 

“Mr. and Mrs. Edgar?” she said. “It’s Pip—Pip Squeak.” 

“Who?” the man scoffed. 

“You don’t remember me?” Pip asked. 

Mrs. Edgar folded her arms. “Why should we?” she asked. 

“Because—because I lived here for most of my life,” Pip said. “I was 
the girl who kept sneaking out at night.... I used to squeeze through the bars 
on my door and wander the halls.... I used to borrow blankets from your 
closet—” 

“Oh, she’s one of them,” Mr. Edgar told his wife. 

The woman angrily tossed her hoe aside. 

“How dare you show your face again!” she yelled. “We were kind 
enough to give you a home! We tried to cure you of a demonic disease! And 
then you heathens ran off with the Fairy Godmother! You put good people 
out of work and put an honorable establishment out of business!” 

“Honorable?” Pip asked in disbelief. “You abused hundreds of innocent 
girls! You starved us and forced us to work like slaves! You filled our heads 
with lies and made us ashamed of who we were! You’re horrible, horrible 
people!” 

“You should be ashamed!” Mr. Edgar said. “We lost everything because 
of you! And now we have to work day and night just to survive! Get off our 
property at once—um—Skip Sheet!” 

“It’s Pip!” she repeated. “Pip Squeak!” 

All of Pip’s trepidation quickly turned into rage. She’d thought about the 
Edgars every day since she left the facility and seen their faces in her 
nightmares every night. Pip would never forget the horrible things they had 
done to her, and yet, they didn’t even remember her name. She clenched her 
jaw and stared daggers at the Edgars, and then all of a sudden, the ground 


started to rumble under their feet. 

“That’s right, Pip...,’ Mistress Mara said. “Relive all the painful 
memories.... Think about all the terrible things that happened here.... Feel 
all the sadness it caused you.... Let your anger rise to the surface.... And 
now, unleash it!” 

The ground started shaking so hard the Bootstrap Correctional Facility 
began to sway. The Edgars grabbed hold of each other and could barely stay 
on their feet. 

“She’s bewitching us!” Mr. Edgar shouted. 

“Lord help us—she’s been sent straight from the devil!” Mrs. Edgar 
cried. 

Pip let out an angry roar and reached toward the facility. Brick by brick, 
the building started to break apart, but the structure didn’t collapse to the 
ground. Instead, the wreckage floated into an enormous pile, and as the pile 
rose higher and higher, it formed the silhouette of a giant monster. The 
wreckage came to life and growled at the Edgars. The couple screamed and 
ran away as fast as they could, but the monster stomped after them, chasing 
the Edgars into the horizon. 

“Absolutely outstanding!” Mistress Mara said. “Equally victorious and 
vindictive! Congratulations, Pip, you’ve passed your final exam!” 

Casting the curse had knocked the wind out of Pip, but she was thrilled 
to hear it. 

“Wow,” she panted. “You were right, Mistress Mara, that felt great!” 

“How long will that thing be chasing them?” Lucy asked. 

“One day for every girl they hurt,” Pip said. “But who knows how long 
that’ ll take.” 

“As a matter of fact, you’ll know precisely how long it takes,” Mistress 
Mara said. 

The witch gestured to two jack-o’-lanterns that had appeared on the 
lawn. The pumpkins had lifelike carvings of Mr. and Mrs. Edgar’s faces. 
Mistress Mara collected the jack-o’-lanterns and handed them to Pip. 

“These are called Curse Counters,” the witch said. “One will appear 
after every curse you cast. If you’re ever curious about the progress of your 
curse, just inspect the black candle inside. The candles burn as long as the 
curse is still active. The higher the wick, the more time the curse has left.” 

“What should I do with— AAAHHH!” 


Pip suddenly dropped the pumpkins and fell on her hands and knees. 
She screamed in agony as a large bump appeared at the base of her spine. It 
grew bigger and bigger by the second until something hairy ripped through 
the back of Pip’s cloak. She glanced over her shoulder and was horrified to 
see she had grown a bushy black-and-white tail. 

“The curse turned me into a skunk!” she exclaimed. 

“Don’t let the side effect ruin the moment, dear,” Mistress Mara said. 
“That was one of the finest entry-level curses I have ever seen. You should 
be nothing but proud of yourself. And I guarantee the Edgars won’t forget 
the name Pip Squeak after tonight.” 

“More like Pip Stink,” Lucy said under her breath. 

Mistress Mara turned toward her. “That brings us to you, Lucy. Are you 
ready to prove yourself with the final exam?” 

“T suppose so, but that was a tough act to follow,” she said. 

Unlike Pip, Lucy didn’t know who or where the Vex Vessel was about to 
take them to. She pricked her finger with the pin, and her blood dripped into 
the vase. Once again, a geyser erupted from the vase and wrapped around 
them. When the parched landscape was completely covered, the blood 
rapidly returned to the Vex Vessel, and they found themselves in a new 
location. 

Mistress Mara, Lucy, and Pip had been transported to the backstage of a 
theater. They were standing between a row of cardboard trees and a 
backdrop of a scenic lake. Ahead of them, two enormous red curtains had 
been drawn shut, and the girls saw the shadows of seven people dancing on 
the other side. They could hear the rustle of a large audience beyond the 
dancers, and somewhere close by, a live orchestra was playing classical 
music. 

Lucy recognized the venue immediately. “Oh no,” she gasped. “We’re in 
the Old Spinster Theater in the Eastern Kingdom! They must be in the 
middle of a show!” 

“Who?” Pip asked. 

Lucy gulped. “The Binkelle Sisters!” 

The music momentarily stopped playing, the dancers struck a pose, and 
the audience gave the performers a round of applause. As the praise died 
down, seven tall and lean ballerinas slipped through the curtains. They were 
all very beautiful and wore elegant white tutus. 


“Okay, girls, we have two minutes to change for act three!” said the 
tallest one. 

The Binkelle Sisters headed for a rack of black tutus but came to a halt 
when they noticed Lucy standing backstage. 

“Hey! No fans allowed backstage until after the show!” said the smallest 
one. 

Lucy gave the ballerinas an awkward wave. “Hi there, Gina, Lina, Mina, 
Nina, Tina, Vina, and Zina,” she said. “It’s bina long time. Remember me?” 

“Wait a second—is that who I think it is?” 

“Oh my gosh, it is her! It’s Fat Lucy!” 

“She’s still living?” 

“We haven’t seen you in years! Or should I say meals!” 

“We’ve missed you, Fat Lucy! Where have you been?” 

“Besides lunch!” 

The Binkelle Sisters burst into a fit of giggles. Lucy blushed at their 
mean comments, and her bottom lip quivered. Being near the ballerinas 
made Lucy feel like she was eight years old all over again. For the first time 
in years, Lucy’s trademark wit and sarcasm abandoned her, and she didn’t 
know how to defend herself. 

“No, I don’t perform as much as I used to,” Lucy said. “I was living in 
the Fairy Territory for a while, but recently I’ve been looking for a change.” 

“Of what? Pants?” 

“So what brings you here, Fat Lucy?” 

“Are you getting back into show business? Or did someone mention 
dessert?” 

“Unfortunately, we don’t have any openings—that you could fit 
through!” 

“You could always be a wrecking ball!” 

Lucy’s eyes filled with tears and she looked to the floor. “Actually, I’ve 
lost a little weight since the last time I saw you,” she said. 

“Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ ll find it!” 

“Have you looked under that double chin?” 

The Binkelle Sisters laughed hysterically and couldn’t stop themselves. 
Unbeknownst to the ballerinas, Mistress Mara strolled to Lucy’s side and 
whispered in her ear. 

“They may still be predators, but you aren’t their prey anymore...,” the 


witch said. “You’re not the little girl they remember.... You’ve grown in 
ways they never will.... You’ve crossed bridges they wouldn’t dream of 
stepping on.... Now, prove it.” 

Lucy had gone into this exam with deep reservations, but now she found 
herself agreeing with Mistress Mara—some people deserved to be cursed. 

The orchestra played the opening notes of the third act, and as the music 
swelled into its crescendo, Lucy swelled into hers, too. She bit her lip and 
groaned at the chuckling ballerinas. Suddenly, the curtains flew open, the 
cardboard trees caught on fire, and the backdrop started to melt. The 
Binkelle Sisters stopped laughing and looked around in terror. The audience 
thought it was part of the show and sat on the edge of their seats. 

Lucy pointed at the ballerinas one at a time and they started to spin out 
of control. As they spun, their necks stretched, their legs shrank, and their 
tutus began to molt. By the time the orchestra finished the climactic song, 
Lucy had transformed the Binkelle Sisters into seven squawking swans! 

The audience was amazed and gave Lucy a standing ovation. It had been 
a long time since Lucy felt the warmth of applause, so she took a grand bow 
and basked in the affection. The audience threw roses at her feet, they 
cheered until their voices became hoarse, and they clapped until their hands 
were sore. 

As seven Curse Counters appeared onstage, Lucy felt a tingling 
sensation on the top of her head. She dashed to a mirror in the wings and let 
out a horrified gasp. The curse had turned the rest of her hair—and even her 
eyebrows—into fluffy white feathers! 

“What have I done?!” she shrieked. “Now I look like a daffodil!” 

Mistress Mara appeared in the mirror behind Lucy and beamed with a 
sinister smile. 

“Well done, Lucy,” the witch said. “Not only have you passed your 
fourth and final exam, but you also gave the performance of your life. 
You’re an inspiration to witches everywhere.” 

Lucy was mortified as she ran her fingers over her fully feathered head. 
She was still determined to stay at Ravencrest and stop Mistress Mara’s 
secret plot, but until now, Lucy had never realized what saving the world 
might cost her.... 





CHAPTER TEN 


TEA WITH THE PRINCE 


After their argument in the cavern, Brystal spent hours searching for Lucy 


in the Northern Mountains but didn’t even find a footprint. So she raced 
back to her office at the academy and looked for Lucy’s star on the Map of 
Magic. Eventually, she found it in the northwest corner on the border of the 
Dwarf and Elf Territories, and she immediately knew where her friend was. 
The discovery left Brystal so heartbroken she had to sit down. 


Lucy joined the witches.... 

And it’s all your fault.... 

Had you kept her in the council... 
Had you just told her the truth... 


She would still be here. 


The next two days were some of the worst of Brystal’s life. Even though 
she had been purposely keeping her distance from Lucy, not having her best 
friend close by made Brystal feel like she had lost part of her armor. She 
didn’t want the other fairies to learn the details of their falling-out, so 
Brystal told them Lucy had gone to visit her parents, but lying only made 
Brystal feel lonelier than she already was. 


Not having anyone to talk to about Lucy sent Brystal down a spiral of 
guilt and self-doubt, and she wondered if she was even equipped to be the 
Fairy Godmother anymore. 


You can’t please your friends.... 

You can’t protect them from the witches.... 
You can’t stop the Righteous Brotherhood.... 
You can’t prevent the laws from changing.... 
You can’t even think positively.... 

You’re going to ruin everything. 


By now, Brystal was so used to the negative thoughts she hardly noticed 
the melancholy they caused—in fact, she barely felt anything at all. Brystal 
didn’t eat or sleep, she didn’t make plans or try to solve her problems, and 
she didn’t even have the energy to brush her hair or change her clothes. She 
was depleted of all motivation, so Brystal just sat in her office hour after 
hour and watched the world go by without her. 

Adding Lucy to her ongoing list of grievances had finally pushed 
Brystal over the edge. She wasn’t just distraught anymore—Brystal was 
horribly depressed. 

That morning, her office doors swung open and Tangerina, Skylene, and 
Xanthous walked in. Their faces were covered in flour, and they wore 
aprons doused in egg yolks and baking grease. It had been three days since 
Mrs. Vee retreated into her chambers and the housekeeper was still too 
frightened to come out. Without any other cooks on hand, Tangerina, 
Skylene, and Xanthous had had no choice but to take on Mrs. Vee’s cooking 
responsibilities. After making breakfast for the whole Fairy Territory, the 
fairies looked as if they had been to war and back. They collapsed on 
Brystal’s sofa and kicked their feet up onto her tea table. 

“Well, breakfast was served,” Xanthous said. “Or should I say, it served 
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us. 

“What a day,” Tangerina said. “And it’s not even noon yet.” 

“Pm never going to take Mrs. Vee for granted again,” Skylene said. 
“When she comes out of her room, I’m going to compliment every meal she 
makes and laugh at every one of her terrible jokes.” 

“If she ever comes out,” Tangerina said. “She locked her door and 
doesn’t even respond when I knock!” 

“Brystal, have you spoken with Mrs. Vee?” Xanthous asked. 

Brystal was staring out the window, lost in a train of somber thoughts, 
and didn’t hear his question. Xanthous cleared his throat and tried again. 

“Brystal? Have you spoken with Mrs. Vee?” 

“No,” she mumbled softly. 

“Have you found any new information about the Three Thirty-Three?” 
Tangerina asked. 

“No.” 

“What can we do to help you?” Skylene asked. 

“No.” 

Xanthous, Tangerina, and Skylene eyed one another with concern— 
clearly, something was wrong with Brystal. Before they had a chance to 
question her further, Emerelda entered the office. She held an envelope with 
a royal seal and carried it to Brystal with an urgency in her step. 

“Brystal, a messenger just delivered this for you,” she said. 

Emerelda tried to give her the envelope, but Brystal wasn’t responsive. 

“Brystal, did you hear me?” 

Still, Brystal didn’t move a muscle or make a sound. Impatient, 
Emerelda pointed to the high ceiling and sent dozens of bright, screeching, 
emerald fireworks through the office. The sound made everyone jump, and 
Brystal snapped out of her trance. 

“T’m sorry, did you say something?” Brystal asked. 

“I said this just arrived for you,” Emerelda said. “It’s from the 
Champion Castle.” 

“Oh,” Brystal said. “Just write back and tell them we aren’t doing any 
public appearances right now.” 

“It’s more of a personal request,” Emerelda said. “Trust me, you’ ll want 
to read it.” 

Curious, Brystal took the envelope and read the letter inside. 


Dear Brystal, 


It was wonderful meeting you at Barrie and Penny’s wedding. 
Aside from being attacked by a fleet of mysterious men and getting 
shot in the leg, I thought it was a lovely ceremony! How about you? 

Pd like to invite you for tea at the Champion Castle so we can 
continue our conversation about The Tales of Tidbit Twitch. I?m free 
tomorrow at noon, but since I’m seventh in line for the throne and 
have nothing important do, anytime is also a good time for me. 

If you’re available, please send my messenger back with a date 
and time that work for you, but if not, you can just keep him. 

Of course, I’m kidding—his wife would kill me. 


Hope to see you very soon, 


Sincerely, 

His Royal Highness, Prince Gallivant Victorious Heroic 
Courageous Champion of Chariot Hills, Duke of 
Southwestington, Lord of Southeasternshire, Earl of 
Southnorthernburry, and a bunch of other things I can’t 
remember at the moment. 

(AKA Seven) 


Without realizing it, Brystal smiled and chuckled as she read Seven’s 
letter. Her friends stared at her like they were witnessing a miracle—they 
couldn’t remember the last time they had seen anything make Brystal 
happy. 

“Who’s the letter from?” Tangerina asked. 

“A prince I met at my brother’s wedding,” Brystal said. “He invited me 
for tea.” 

The fairies became giddy, as if it was a much bigger deal than Brystal 
was letting on. 

“Interesting,” Xanthous said. “How old is he?” 

“Close to my age,” she said. 

“Is he cute?” Tangerina asked. 


“Extremely. But why would that matter?” 

“Oh my gosh!” Skylene exclaimed. “Brystal got asked on a date!” 

Her friends were thrilled to have something positive to talk about. 
Brystal waved their excitement off, like she was fanning the flames of a 
fire. 

“It’s not a date,” she assured them. “We just really enjoyed talking to 
each other and have a lot of things in common and—” Brystal paused and 
thought about what she was saying. “Actually, it might be a date.” 

“Well, are you going to go?” Xanthous asked. 

“Of course not,” Brystal said. “There’s too much going on and I haven’t 
been feeling—” 

Emerelda raised a hand to silence her. “Brystal, you’re going,” she said. 

“What? But I can’t!” 

“Yes, you can,” Emerelda insisted. “You’ve been moping around the 
academy since Pip ran off with the witches. I know we have a lot to worry 
about right now, but taking one afternoon off isn’t going to make anything 
worse. All our problems will be waiting for you when you get back.” 

“Besides, if you don’t have tea with the handsome prince, I will,” 
Tangerina warned her. 

Brystal groaned at the peer pressure. The twinkling northern lights on 
the globe caught her eye and she remembered her conversation with 
Madame Weatherberry in the cavern. The fairy had told Brystal to surround 
herself with people who made her laugh and distracted her from her 
troubles. And at the moment, Seven seemed to be the only person in the 
world who made her feel anything but sorrow. The idea of seeing him again 
made Brystal excited, and she had forgotten what it was like to look 
forward to something. 

“I suppose it wouldn’t hurt,” Brystal said. 

Her friends were even more excited than she was and jumped up and 
down. 

“What are you going to wear?” Xanthous asked. 

Brystal shrugged. “Probably one of my pantsuits,” she said. 

“How are you going to get there?” Skylene asked. 

“Probably by bubble. Why do you ask?” 

The fairies seemed disappointed in her choices. 

“Pantsuits and bubbles are just a little basic,” Tangerina said. “I mean, 


you’re having tea with a prince! You should wear a ball gown and take 
Madame Weatherberry’s golden carriage!” 

“TIl help you pick out an outfit!” Xanthous said. 

“And Pll do your makeup!” Skylene said. 

“Guys, the prince asked Brystal to tea because he likes Brystal,” 
Emerelda said. “She doesn’t have to change anything about herself to please 
him.” 

Brystal was touched. “Thanks, Em,” she said. 

“You’re welcome,” Emerelda said. “But before you go, and I say this 
with love, you definitely need to take a bath and do something with that 
hair. When’s the last time you brushed it?” 
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The following morning at eleven o’clock, after bathing and thoroughly 
brushing her hair, Brystal departed the Fairy Territory for the Southern 
Kingdom. She drifted through the sky in a large bubble and landed on the 
front steps of Champion Castle at five minutes to noon. Brystal had tried to 
be discreet as she descended through the Chariot Hills town square, but as 
soon as the citizens noticed her bubble, they charged toward the castle. 
Brystal hurried up the steps to the entrance but a soldier stopped her before 
she could get inside. 

“Name?” the soldier asked. 

“Seriously?” Brystal asked. 

The approaching crowd was screaming her name at the top of their 
lungs, but the soldier didn’t seem to notice. 

“No one gets in the castle unless they’re on the list,” he said. 

“Pm the Fairy Godmother,” she said. “I’m here to see Prince Gallivant.” 

The soldier checked his scroll. “Sorry, but I don’t see your name,” the 
soldier said. 

“What about Brystal Evergreen?” 

“No, that’s not here either.” 

“There must be some sort of mistake. The prince invited me here 
personally.” 

“Sorry. No name, no entry.” 


Brystal nervously glanced over her shoulder at the crowd behind her and 
didn’t know what to do. What other name could Seven have given him? 

“What about the Fairy Godsmacker?” she asked. 

“Welcome, Ms. Godsmacker, please come inside.” 

The soldier stepped out of Brystal’s way, and she dashed into Champion 
Castle just as the excited citizens reached the front steps. 

The entrance hall was decorated with red carpets and crystal chandeliers, 
the walls were covered in portraits of royalty from the past and present, and 
the hall was lined with soldiers in silver armor. Brystal found Seven waiting 
for her just beyond the front door. He was grinning from ear to ear, trying 
his best not to laugh. 

“Trouble getting in?” he asked innocently. 

“That wasn’t funny,” Brystal said. 

“Then why are you smiling?” 

“Okay, it was a little funny,” she admitted. “You’re lucky I’m not a 
vengeful person. I could easily turn you into a pig for that.” 

“But an adorable pig, I’m sure,” he said with a wink. 

Seven offered Brystal his arm and escorted her down the hall. 

“Pm so glad you could join me,” he said. “Have you been to the castle 
before?” 

“A few times, but always for official business with your grandfather.” 

“Great, then Pll give you the social tour,” he said. “As you can see by 
all the painted faces surrounding us, this is the Royal Portrait Gallery. Every 
member of the Champion dynasty gets an official portrait on their 
eighteenth birthday, on their wedding day, and on their coronation day if 
they’re in line for the throne. And as you can tell by all the stoic 
expressions, the Champions don’t like to smile.” 

Brystal was in awe of how many portraits there were. 

“Your family is huge,” she said. “Holiday shopping must be a 
nightmare.” 

“T have a lot of relatives but I wouldn’t say I have a big family,” he said. 
“The Champions are in constant competition with each other and they treat 
the line of succession like a food chain. They may exchange pleasantries 
here and there, but deep down, everyone secretly hopes someone will fall 
down a flight of stairs and move them closer to the crown.” 

“And I thought my family had issues,” Brystal said. “If it’s helpful, I 


don’t think it matters what group you’re born into. Sometimes family are 
the people we choose to be around. I learned that when I moved to the 
academy.” 

Seven smiled at the notion. “I think I’m making good choices so far,” he 
said. 

The remark filled Brystal’s stomach with butterflies, and her face 
flushed. As they walked down the gallery, Seven stopped to show Brystal 
the portrait of a teenage boy. He wore a crown that was too big for his head 
and a fur cape that barely fit him, and his eyes were wide with angst. 

“This is my grandfather’s coronation portrait,” Seven said. 

“He was so young,” Brystal said. “Look how terrified he is.” 

“He was only sixteen when he became king. Can you imagine having 
that kind of responsibility at such a young age?” 

Brystal laughed. “As a matter of fact, I can.” 

Seven cringed like he had accidentally offended her. 

“Sorry, I keep forgetting who I’m with,” he said. “I think that’s what I 
like the most about you, Brystal. You’re essentially the most powerful 
person in the world, and yet you don’t carry yourself that way. Lesser 
people would let it go straight to their head, but you’re surprisingly normal. 
I hope it’s all right for me to say that.” 

“Don’t apologize; it’s refreshing to hear,” she said. “I think that’s what I 
like the most about you, Seven—you make me feel normal.” 

They continued down the gallery and passed the wedding portrait of a 
young couple. 

“These are my parents on their wedding day,” Seven said. “May they 
rest in peace.” 

“How did they die?” 

Seven looked to the floor and sighed with a heavy heart. 

“When I was three, we were traveling to the countryside when our 
Carriage was attacked by an angry mob,” he said. “I don’t remember much 
besides all the screaming. My parents shielded me, otherwise I wouldn’t 
have survived. They died trying to protect me, though. Maybe that’s why I 
threw myself in front of the arrow at your brother’s wedding—maybe 
protecting people just runs in my blood.” 

“I’m so sorry—lI had no idea,” Brystal said. “Is that how you got the 
scar on your face?” 


The prince nodded. “It’s a constant reminder,” he said. “It could have 
been so much worse, though. Thankfully my grandfather took me under his 
wing and raised me like a son. Honestly, I don’t know what I would have 
done without my grandpa Champs.” 

“Still, I imagine it was lonely growing up without your parents,” Brystal 
said. 

“I came up with different ways to keep myself entertained,” he said. 
“Have you ever played the game And Now We Run?” 

“No.” 

“Oh, it’s simple.” 

Seven suddenly snatched the helmet off the soldier beside them. 

“And now we run!” he exclaimed. 

Before she understood what was happening, Seven had pulled Brystal 
down the hall, and the soldier chased after them. They charged down 
corridors, sprinted through sitting rooms, and bolted across ballrooms— 
dodging servants, leaping over furniture, and narrowly knocking over 
statues along the way. Brystal didn’t understand the point of the game, and 
she felt sorry for the soldier running after them, but she couldn’t deny how 
much fun she was having. She and Seven laughed the entire time and their 
adrenaline rose more and more as the soldier got closer and closer. They 
eventually became too tired to run any farther and they collapsed on lounge 
chairs in a drawing room. Seven surrendered the helmet, and the soldier 
returned to his post, swearing under his breath as he left. 

“Those poor soldiers must hate you!” Brystal giggled. 

“Without a doubt! But that game never gets old!” Seven laughed. 

“I have to admit, I haven’t had that much fun in months!” 

“In that case, should we celebrate with some tea?” 

The prince escorted her into a beautiful royal garden where a table had 
been set for two. While they enjoyed their tea, Brystal and Seven talked 
about every subject under the sun. They discussed politics and philosophy, 
history and the future, family and friendships, and of course, their love for 
the Tales of Tidbit Twitch series. Their tea turned into lunch, the lunch 
turned into dinner, and before they knew it, Brystal and Seven were being 
served a midnight snack. 

Brystal was so grateful her friends had persuaded her to go. For reasons 
she couldn’t explain, being near Seven made all her despair fade away. She 


wasn’t plagued with fear or negative thoughts—on the contrary, she felt 
protected and happy in his presence. The world didn’t seem as 
overwhelming or as difficult as it had before. 

“I think we have an audience,” Seven said. 

He pointed to a window above the garden, and Brystal saw Prince 
Maximus glaring down at them. She couldn’t tell how long the prince had 
been watching them but Maximus was clearly furious to see his nephew and 
his enemy getting along so well. Once he was spotted, Prince Maximus 
angrily shut the drapes and retreated from sight. 

“T’ll take that as my cue to leave,” Brystal said. “I can’t thank you 
enough for inviting me. Yesterday, I was convinced this was the worst week 
of my life, but now, I think it might be one of the best.” 

“T can relate,” Seven said. “I’ve been feeling so negative lately—like my 
mind has been stuck in a rut I can’t get out of—but being with you makes 
everything seem so much brighter. Does that make any sense or do I sound 
crazy?” 

Brystal couldn’t believe her ears—it was like Seven was reading her 
mind. 

“I know exactly what you mean,” she said. 

In that moment, Brystal knew she and Seven had developed something 
much more than a friendship. It was unlike anything Brystal had 
experienced before, and she couldn’t put her feelings into words, but she 
suddenly understood why poets and songwriters talked about love so much. 

The prince escorted Brystal to the front steps of the castle. It was so late, 
Brystal and Seven had the whole town square to themselves. 

“Tt’s a beautiful night,” Brystal said. 

“Tt is,” Seven said. “Oh, and look—there’s a blood moon tonight! They 
say those are supposed to bring luck.” 

“I think it already has,” Brystal said with a smirk. “Well, I should say 
good night.” 

“Me too,” Seven said. 

The two stood for a few moments in awkward silence. Clearly, they both 
wanted the same thing to happen, but each was too afraid to initiate it. 
Slowly but surely, Brystal and Seven leaned toward each other. Brystal’s 
mind went blank and her heart began to race as Seven’s lips moved closer 
and closer to hers. 


Unfortunately, they were interrupted by something moving in the 
distance. They turned toward the motion and spotted a man in a silver robe. 
The man crossed a corner of the town square, walking so softly his boots 
didn’t make a sound against the cobblestones. Brystal and Seven hid behind 
a lamppost before the man noticed them. After a closer look, they saw that 
an image of a white wolf was stitched to the chest of the man’s robe and 
that a silver mask was draped over his face. 

“Tt’s a member of the Righteous Brotherhood!” Brystal whispered. 

“The what?” Seven asked. 

“The men who attacked us at my brother’s wedding—that’s what they 
call themselves,” she said. 

“Where do you think he’s going? Should I call the guards?” 

Brystal went quiet as she thought about what to do. She knew the 
encounter presented them with a wonderful opportunity—but an 
opportunity to do what? How could she use the moment to her advantage? 

“Don’t call the guards,” Brystal decided. “Even if we captured him, he 
couldn’t give us the information we want. The Brotherhood is so secretive 
even they don’t know who their fellow clansmen are.” 

“Then what should we do? We can’t just let him get away!” 

Suddenly, Brystal was struck with a dangerous idea. 

“We should follow him,” she said. 





CHAPTER ELEVEN 


THE ENROLLMENT CEREMONY 


After a long night of cursing, Lucy and Pip returned to Ravencrest in the 


early morning and went straight to bed. It didn’t matter how uncomfortable 
her nest was, Lucy was so sleep-deprived she passed out the moment her 
body became horizontal. That evening, the taxidermy clock didn’t go off at 
six o’clock per usual, and Lucy slept into the night. When her eyes 
eventually fluttered open, she saw Stitches, Beebee, and Sprout standing at 
the foot of her nest, waiting for her to rise. The witches watched her with 
huge smiles and Lucy instantly felt uneasy. 

“Can I help you?” she asked. 

“Wakey, wakey, sleepy daisies,” Sprout said. 

Pip yawned and stretched in her nest. “What time is it?” she grumbled. 

“Almost m-m-midnight,” Beebee said. “Mistress Mara told us to let you 
two s-s-sleep in.” 

“Why?” Lucy asked. 

“Because you’re going to need all your strength tonight,” Stitches said. 
“Now get up and get dressed. It’s time for your Enrollment Ceremony!” 

Lucy and Pip climbed out of their nests and changed into their cloaks 
and tights. They followed the witches through the manor, and when they 
reached the ground floor, the invisible butler was waiting by the door with 
five broomsticks. 

“What are those for?” Lucy asked. 

“We’re meeting Mistress Mara in the forest,” Stitches said. “She left 
early to set up the ceremony.” 

“And we’re going to sweep our way there?” Lucy asked. 


“No, s-s-silly, we’re going to f-f-fly there,” Beebee said. 

“Witches fly on broomsticks made from the wood of floating trees,” 
Sprout informed them. “The trees are extremely hard to find because they 
float away when their branches outgrow their roots.” 

“But why do witches make brooms of all things?” Pip asked. 

Stitches shrugged. “They’re multifunctional,’ she said. “And mops 
would just be obnoxious.” 

The girls each took a broomstick from the butler and then headed into 
the graveyard. As soon as they stepped outside, the girls were awestruck by 
the massive blood moon shining in the night sky. It was four times the size 
of a regular full moon and illuminated the land with a scarlet glow. Stitches, 
Beebee, and Sprout mounted their broomsticks, and one by one, the witches 
leaped into the air. The broomsticks carried them high above the manor, and 
they hovered in the sky while they waited for Pip and Lucy to join them. 

“Come on!” Stitches called down to them. 

“Don’t be scared,” Sprout said. “It’s like riding a bike!” 

“B-b-but hundreds of f-f-feet in the air,” Beebee said. 

Lucy and Pip straddled their broomsticks and nervously gripped the 
handles. They jumped as high as they could and the broomsticks pulled 
them into the sky toward the others. Once their feet left the ground, the 
magic broomsticks made their bodies feel as light as feathers, and they 
bobbed in the air above the manor’s tallest tower. 

“What a rush!” Pip exclaimed. “We can see the whole forest from here!” 

“T feel like I just drank a barrel of Fabubblous Fizz!” Lucy said. 

“Now hold on tight and try to keep up!” Stitches said. “We might hit 
turbulence.” 

The witches leaned forward on their broomsticks and zipped across the 
sky. Lucy and Pip copied the movement and zoomed after them. They 
soared over the Northwestern Woods at the speed of rockets, and the wind 
rushed past Lucy’s face so quickly she could barely see or breathe. As they 
flew, the witches howled and cackled at the moon, their voices echoing 
through the forest below them. 

Eventually, they saw a trail of steam drifting up from the woods ahead, 
and the witches descended toward the ground. 

“How do you land this thing?” Lucy asked. 

“Think heavy thoughts!” Sprout said. 


Lucy thought of boulders, dumbbells, anchors, and how she packed her 
suitcase when she traveled, and sure enough, her broomstick glided toward 
the earth below. Once all the girls landed, they followed the steam through 
the woods and entered a small clearing. They found Mistress Mara in the 
clearing, hovering over a massive, steaming cauldron. The witch stirred a 
bright purple potion that was bubbling with energy. 

A collection of drums, horns, and chimes drifted through the air around 
the clearing, as if the instruments were caught in a slow-moving cyclone. 
As soon as the girls arrived, the drums began to beat on their own, playing 
at the pace of a soft heartbeat. 

“Welcome, ladies,” Mistress Mara greeted them. “For thousands of 
years, witches and warlocks have embraced new brothers and sisters into 
their covens by performing a sacred induction ceremony. We will honor that 
age-old tradition tonight as we officially welcome you to the Ravencrest 
School of Witchcraft. The ritual once required animal sacrifices, contracts 
signed in blood, and the tears of enemies—but luckily, we’ve been able to 
simplify it over the years. Tonight, all we need is a little potion, a little 
music, and a little moonlight.” 

The witches cheered and the floating chimes shimmered. Mistress Mara 
gazed into the sky and saw the blood moon was directly above the clearing. 

“The time has come,” the witch announced. “Lucy and Pip, to finalize 
your enrollment, each of you will take the Oath of Witchcraft and then 
solidify the oath by drinking from the potion. I must warn you, once you 
take the oath, there is no going back. You will be fully committed to a life 
of witchcraft and must obey the oath until your last breath.” 

Lucy and Pip went stiff after learning about the oath. Trying to stop 
Mistress Mara and the Horned One had already cost Lucy her hair and 
eyebrows—what was she going to lose next? 

“Pip, we’ll begin with you,” Mistress Mara said. 

The floating drums started beating faster and louder, which only 
increased the girls’ anxiety. Mistress Mara filled a goblet with the purple 
potion and raised it into the air to soak in the beams of moonlight. 

“Pip, do you vow to always live authentically, do you promise to never 
compromise your potential, and do you swear to never suppress your true 
feelings, no matter what approval, popularity, or affection you may receive 
in return? That is the sacred Oath of Witchcraft, and to become a witch, you 


must pledge it here and now.” 

“In other words, just be yourself!” Stitches whispered. 

Lucy and Pip were relieved the oath wasn’t as menacing as they had 
feared. 

“Well, that doesn’t sound so bad,” Pip said. “Yes, Mistress Mara, I 
pledge my allegiance to the Oath of Witchcraft.” 

The witch handed Pip the goblet and she drank the potion. According to 
her foul expression, the potion had a horrible taste, but Pip managed to 
down the whole thing. 

“Nicely done,” Mistress Mara said. “Lucy, please step forward.” 

The witch refilled the goblet and raised the potion toward the moon. 

“Lucy, do you vow to always live authentically, do you promise to never 
compromise your potential, and do you swear to never suppress your true 
feelings, no matter what approval, popularity, or affection you may receive 
in return?” 

“I mean, why stop now?” Lucy laughed. “Yes, Mistress Mara, I also 
pledge my allegiance to the Oath of Witchcraft.” 

The witch handed Lucy the goblet with an extra twinkle in her eye. Lucy 
drank the whole potion and nearly gagged from the bitter taste. Once the 
potion was finished, all the floating instruments erupted in a festive melody. 

“The ceremony is complete!” Mistress Mara announced. 
“Congratulations, Lucy and Pip, you are hereby enrolled in the Ravencrest 
School of Witchcraft! To celebrate, the girls and I shall lead you in a 
traditional midnight dance! Ladies, remove your necklaces and reveal your 
true selves to the moon!” 

At her command, Stitches, Beebee, and Sprout pulled their golden 
necklaces over their heads. As they removed the jewelry, the witches 
transformed into creatures that Lucy and Pip had never seen before. 
Stitches’s skin turned into patches of burlap that were stitched together, her 
eyes became red and blue buttons, and her orange hair changed into orange 
yarn. Two antennae grew out of Beebee’s forehead, a pair of wings popped 
out of her back, and a stinger stuck out of her backside. Sprout’s bushy 
green hair became an actual bush, her fingers and nose grew into long 
vines, and her skin filled with chlorophyll and turned green. 

Mistress Mara removed her golden necklace next. The witch’s pale face 
became paler and paler, her arms and legs shrunk thinner and thinner, and 


her torso became hollow. After a lifetime of witchcraft, Mistress Mara’s 
authentic appearance was a skeletal figure! 

Lucy and Pip were shocked and terrified as they watched their 
roommates and teacher morph into the giant doll, the large insect, the 
overgrown plant, and the skeleton before them. Apparently, the witches had 
been affected by witchcraft after all—their golden necklaces had just been 
disguising it! 

The witches danced around the cauldron as the floating instruments 
played on. As the potion coursed through Lucy’s body, she started to feel 
funny. She became dizzy and unstable, as if the ground were moving under 
her feet. Her vision went blurry and distorted, and the witches looked like 
monsters as they twirled, hopped, and skipped around her. She glanced to 
her side and could tell Pip was feeling the same way. 

Both of the girls suddenly collapsed to the ground.... They tried to get 
up, but they were too weak to stand on their feet.... Lucy and Pip reached 
for help, but the witches kept dancing, as if nothing were wrong.... Mistress 
Mara leaned over them, lowering her bony face close to theirs.... The witch 
waved her skeletal hands over their bodies and muttered an incantation, but 
Lucy couldn’t make out what she was saying.... 

All she could hear were the blaring instruments swirling through the air. 
... All she could see was the blood moon shining above them.... All she 
could feel was the potion rushing through her veins.... 

And then everything faded to black. 





CHAPTER TWELVE 


THE MEETING 


Brystal and Seven followed the clansman through the empty streets of 


Chariot Hills. They darted from streetlamp to streetlamp and statue to statue 
as they went. Occasionally, the clansman would stop and glance over his 
shoulder, but he never noticed the teenagers trailing behind him. The pursuit 
continued into the countryside, and then, with only a few trees and fences to 
hide behind, Brystal and Seven had to keep their distance so they weren’t 
seen. 

Once the clansman was a few miles outside the city, he lit a torch and 
journeyed off the cobblestone roads. Brystal and Seven crossed over hills, 
muddy fields, and shallow streams as they stalked him. The uncharted land 
was dark and difficult to trek, but thankfully, the blood moon illuminated 
the earth enough for Brystal and Seven to see where they were going. 

A few hours later the smell of salt filled the air, and Brystal and Seven 
found themselves approaching the South Sea. The clansman headed for an 
enormous stone fortress on the beach at the base of a mountain, and just the 
sight of it put Brystal’s stomach in knots. It was ancient and built out of 
crumbling stone. Five towers stretched into the sky like the fingers of a 
decaying hand, and sharp rocks hung over the drawbridge, making the 
entrance seem like the mouth of an enormous creature. 

The beach was swarming with other clansmen gradually trickling in 
from different directions. Brystal pulled Seven behind a tall sand dune to 
stay hidden. 

“That fortress must be the Righteous Brotherhood’s headquarters!” 
Brystal whispered. 


“We need to get inside and find out what they’re up to,” Seven 
whispered back. “Can you change our clothes into robes like theirs?” 

“Yes, but it’s too dangerous for us both to go,” she said. “I’ll sneak 
inside and see what I can learn. You stay here, and if anything happens to 
me, hurry back to the castle and tell your grandfather.” 

“Excuse me? I’m pretty sure I saved you from these guys last time,” he 
said. “Dangerous or not, I won’t let you go in there alone. The world can 
spare a prince, but it only has one of you.” 

Even in the current situation, Seven’s remark made Brystal blush. 

“All right, we’ll go together,” she said. “But changing our clothes won’t 
be enough. There are exactly three hundred and thirty-three members of the 
Brotherhood. I’m sure they’ || notice if two extra clansmen show up.” 

“So we’ve got to take out two clansmen before we go inside?” he asked. 

“Right.” 

Brystal waved her wand and transformed their clothes into the 
Brotherhood’s silver robes. Although she knew it was Seven under the robe 
and mask beside her, just being near someone in that uniform was 
unsettling. They peeked over the sand dune and waited for an unsuspecting 
clansman to walk by. When one finally crossed the beach in front of them, 
Brystal pointed her wand at him, and the clansman was suddenly knocked 
unconscious. He fell face-first onto the sand, and Brystal and Seven 
dragged him behind the dune. Once they had their first victim, they peered 
over the dune and waited for the second. 

“This is kind of fun,” Seven whispered. “It’s almost like we’re hunting 
them.” 

Brystal grinned under her mask. “It’s nice to be the hunter for a change,” 
she said. 

Soon another clansman had the misfortune of crossing the beach nearby. 
Brystal put him to sleep and they heaved him beside the other. 

“They’ ll be out for a couple of hours,” Brystal said. 

“Great, now let’s go to the fortress,” Seven said. 

He headed toward the structure but Brystal lingered at the sand dune. 
She couldn’t stop staring at the unconscious clansmen. Dragging them had 
pushed up their masks and exposed the bottoms of their chins. It was the 
ultimate tease and Brystal couldn’t fight the desire to see the rest of their 
faces. 


“Are you coming?” Seven asked. 

“One second,” she said. “I want to know who they are.” 

Brystal pulled off the clansmen’s masks and gasped when their identities 
were revealed. 

“What is it?” Seven asked. “Do you know them?” 

“No,” Brystal said. “I’ve never seen them before in my life.” 

“Then why are you so shaken?” 

“Because not knowing them makes it worse,” she said. “I’ve never said 
or done anything to these men, and yet they’ve devoted their whole lives to 
harming people like me. They have no reason to hate us, but they choose to 
hate us anyway. Of all the things in life to feel, why would anyone choose 
hatred?” 

“I have no idea,” Seven said. “But most people choose love. And that’s 
why we’re here—to make sure hate doesn’t win.” 

Brystal nodded and put the masks back on the clansmen’s faces. 

“You’re right,” she said. “Let’s go to the fortress and find a way to stop 
these creeps. If we get separated, we’ ll meet back here.” 

Determinedly, Brystal and Seven headed to the fortress and joined a line 
of clansmen at the entrance. One by one, each clansman recited a password 
before being allowed to enter. When it was Brystal’s turn, she gripped her 
wand under the sleeve of her robe and discreetly pointed it at the clansman 
guarding the entrance. 

“You don’t need a password from me or the man behind me,” she said. 

The enchantment made the guard’s eyes grow wide and his pupils 
dilated. 

“T don’t need a password from you or the man behind you,” he said. 

“Good,” she said. “Now tell me I look pretty and wish me a good night.” 

“You look pretty and I wish you a good night,” he said. 

The guard let Brystal and Seven through the entrance and they met up 
on the other side of the drawbridge. 

“Great work,” he whispered. “Did he genuinely think I looked pretty or 
was that your doing?” 

“I thought it’d be a nice touch,” she whispered back. 

Brystal and Seven followed the clansmen through the structure and 
entered a vast courtyard in the center of the fortress. The majority of the 
Righteous Brotherhood had already arrived, and as they filed in with the 


others, Brystal lost track of which silver uniform belonged to Seven. 

At around five o’clock in the morning, a flag bearing the image of a 
white wolf was hoisted from the tallest tower. A clansman with a crown of 
sharp metal spikes appeared and climbed to the top of a platform. Brystal 
instantly recognized him as the archer from her brother’s wedding. The 
Brotherhood bowed to the man in the crown, and Brystal copied the 
movement—apparently, he was a superior. 

“Welcome, my brothers,” the archer said. “Time is only a luxury for the 
young, so I’ ll get straight to the point. Ever since we attacked the Evergreen 
wedding, there have been concerns growing among us. Many of you believe 
the Brotherhood is not doing enough, some say it is foolish to delay our 
next attack, and a few have lost faith in our Righteous King. While I’ve 
assured you his plan is still on track for success, my words have not been 
enough to convince you. So we have called this meeting tonight to finally 
put your qualms to rest.” 

“With all due respect, High Commander, the Evergreen attack was a 
failure!” a clansman shouted. 

“We could have killed the Fairy Godmother! Why did we retreat?” said 
another. 

“Now the fairies know the Brotherhood is back!” 

“We need to strike again before they strike us!” 

“Why does the Righteous King make us wait like dogs?” 

The High Commander raised a hand to quiet the clansmen. 

“All of your questions will be answered in due time, but T will not be 
answering them,” the High Commander said. “For the first time, our 
gathering will be led by our commander in chief himself. He has decided to 
pay us a visit to address your concerns personally. So, without further ado, 
please welcome the Righteous King.” 

Suddenly, the courtyard filled with a crimson glow as the Righteous 
King appeared on the platform. He wore a shimmering red suit and a 
matching mask that was shaped like a ram’s skull. Brystal let out a quiet 
gasp when she realized why the Righteous King’s clothing was glowing—it 
was made from the same bloodstone as the Righteous Brotherhood’s 
weapons! 

The clansmen greeted their Righteous King with a generous bow, but 
Brystal could detect a sense of resentment in the air. 


“Hello, my brothers,” their leader said. “It’s an honor to finally meet you 
face-to-face.” 

The Righteous King spoke in an authoritative whisper, but the sound 
was amplified through the horns of his mask and echoed through the 
fortress. 

“Why is your plan taking so long?” a clansman asked. 

“You said you would be sitting on the throne by now!” said another. 

“You promised to restore the Righteous Philosophy to the constitution!” 

“You swore to destroy the magical community!” 

“None of your promises have come to fruition! Why should we trust you 
anymore?” 

The Righteous King stood calmly and listened to the clansmen until all 
their complaints were voiced. 

“T sympathize with your frustrations,” he said. “You’ve all waited a long 
time—some of you have waited your entire lives—but do not confuse 
patience with failure, my brothers. I will sit on the throne of the Southern 
Kingdom, I will restore the Righteous Philosophy, and together, we will 
destroy the magical community. But such conquests don’t happen overnight 
and they cannot be achieved by force alone. If we want to succeed, we must 
strategize.” 

“The Fairy Godmother should be dead!” a clansman shouted. 

“Why did you order the High Commander to keep her alive?!” asked 
another. 

“What sort of strategy is that?!” 

“Eliminating the Fairy Godmother is the key to our victory—but 
eliminating her now will lead to our downfall,” the Righteous King said. 
“You forget she is just as beloved as she is powerful. If we want to destroy 
her, we must destroy her popularity first. If we don’t give the world a 
reason to hate the Fairy Godmother before we kill her, they’ll turn her into a 
saint, and her influence will live forever. That is why I ordered the High 
Commander to keep her alive at the wedding. The attack was never meant 
to be an assassination—it was only meant to instill fear. Fear leads to 
mistrust, mistrust leads to mistakes, mistakes lead to disapproval, and 
disapproval leads to demise. And I’m proud to say my plan is working 
beautifully. Soon, the Fairy Godmother will make the biggest mistake of her 
life, and she’ll become the most despised person on earth. And once the 


world loathes her, we can annihilate her without consequence.” 

“What mistake?” 

“What could make the world hate her so much?” 

“My friends, this Brotherhood’s greatest attribute is its secrecy,” the 
Righteous King said. “The less I tell you, the less our enemies can interfere. 
All you need to know is that the Fairy Godmother is about to commit the 
unthinkable. In fact, she’ll be so distraught over her own actions, the Fairy 
Godmother will willingly surrender herself to us! And once she does, the 
rest of my plan will fall perfectly into place. Have faith, and I promise, your 
patience will pay off.” 

The Righteous King’s scheme was so far-fetched Brystal almost laughed 
at it. She could tell the clan wasn’t convinced either. 

“More false promises!” 

“We should have never pledged loyalty to you!” 

“If you’re so confident, tell us when it will happen! Give us a time 
frame!” 

“Didn’t I mention it?” the Righteous King asked in a playful tone. “Oh, 
forgive me for burying the lead—it’s all happening tonight.” 

A distrusting murmur swept through the courtyard. They wanted to 
believe him, but it all seemed too good to be true. 

“That’s right, my brothers, you heard me correctly,” the Righteous King 
said. “Mark my words, by the end of this coming night, I will deliver 
everything I’ve promised you! The Fairy Godmother will be eliminated, 
King Champion XIV will be dead, I’ll be seated on the throne, and the 
Righteous Philosophy will be permanently restored to the Southern 
Kingdom! Without the Fairy Godmother to guide them, and without the 
laws to protect them, nothing will stop us from obliterating the magical 
community once and for all!” 

Despite his enthusiasm, the Brotherhood remained skeptical. The High 
Commander stepped forward to reassure the doubtful clan. 

“The Righteous King is telling you the truth,” the High Commander 
said. “This is not the time to be cynical, my brothers, because the moment 
we’ ve all been waiting for is here at last. This gathering isn’t just a meeting 
of the minds—it’s the dawn before battle! This coming afternoon, we will 
march to the Fairy Territory and accept the Fairy Godmother’s surrender. 
And once we put an end to her vile regime, the war on magic will begin!” 


The Brotherhood erupted with pure exhilaration. They roared so loudly 
the fortress rattled around them. The High Commander and the Righteous 
King climbed to the ground and hoisted the platform upward like a hatch. 
The courtyard filled with an even brighter crimson glow as the Righteous 
Brotherhood’s arsenal of weapons was exposed. The High Commander 
distributed the weapons, handing out crossbows, arrows, swords, chains, 
and spears to the excited clan. 

As the clansmen prepared for battle, Brystal slowly backed toward the 
exit. The men were so occupied with the weapons they didn’t notice her slip 
away. She hurried through the fortress, and once she passed the drawbridge, 
Brystal broke into a run. She returned to the designated sand dune and kept 
a watchful eye on the fortress, hoping Seven would make it out in one 
piece. A few minutes later, a clansman raced out of the structure and joined 
her. Before he got too close, Brystal cautiously pointed her wand at the 
clansman, and he put his hands in the air. 

“Brystal, it’s me—it’s Seven,” he whispered, and removed his mask to 
prove it. 

“Thank goodness,” she said, and lowered her wand. 

“What the heck did we just witness back there?” Seven asked. “Why 
would the Righteous King promise so many ridiculous things? Was there 
any truth to what he said?” 

“There can’t be,” Brystal said. “Even if I did commit the unthinkable, as 
he said, I would never surrender to them!” 

“T can’t believe the Brotherhood would fall for such nonsense!” 

Brystal went quiet as she replayed the Righteous King’s words in her 
head. 

“Pm not sure all of it was nonsense,” she thought aloud. “We’re 
forgetting there is someone who could easily take the throne and restore the 
Righteous Philosophy by the end of tonight. And they’re just as hateful and 
old-fashioned as the Brotherhood.” 

Seven’s eyes went wide as he came to the same conclusion. 

“That was my uncle Max,” he said. “I mean, who else could be the 
Righteous King? Maximus has hated magic his entire life, he doesn’t think 
women should have rights, and he doesn’t think the talking creatures should 
have territories! He’s practically a walking Righteous Philosophy!” 

“There’s only one contradiction,” Brystal said. “Maximus was at my 


brother’s wedding when the Brotherhood attacked. Why would he go if he 
knew it would be dangerous?” 

“That’d be obvious if you knew him like I do,” Seven said. “Max is the 
most conniving person I’ve ever met—he thinks everything through a 
million times and always has a backup plan. Being at your brother’s 
wedding makes him look innocent. It’s the perfect alibi in case he was ever 
caught!” 

Brystal nodded as all the pieces came together. “We’ve got to get back to 
Champion Castle,” she said. “I think your grandfather is in danger!” 

Brystal and Seven sprinted across the beach away from the fortress. 
When they were completely out of sight, Brystal transformed their uniforms 
back into their regular clothes. She surrounded herself and the prince in a 
large bubble and they flew over the Southern Kingdom. By the time they 
reached Chariot Hills, the sun had just started to rise. Brystal and Seven 
figured the king would still be asleep, so they headed straight to his 
chambers. As they descended toward Champion Castle, Seven pointed out 
the windows of his grandfather’s bedroom, and Brystal landed her bubble 
on the king’s balcony. They rushed inside and found the elderly king 
snuggled in his four-poster bed, sleeping facedown in his pillow. 

“Gramps, you’ve got to wake up!” Seven said. “Something terrible is 
happening!” 

The prince nudged his grandfather but the sovereign didn’t move. 

“Gramps, this is no time to be lazy!” Seven said. “We just uncovered a 
plot to kill you! We’ve got to get you someplace safe!” 

Still, the king didn’t move or make a sound. Seven pushed the sovereign 
onto his back and let out a horrified gasp. His grandfather’s skin was as 
cold and pale as snow, and his body was as stiff and still as stone. The 
king’s eyes were wide open, but there was no life behind his tranquil gaze. 
Seven was in shock and didn’t want to believe what he was seeing, but 
Brystal knew exactly what had happened. 

“We’re too late,” she said. 

“This can’t be happening!” Seven shrieked. “I just saw him yesterday! 
He was in good spirits—he seemed perfectly healthy! He couldn’t have 
died on his own!” 

“This isn’t a coincidence,” Brystal said. “Someone must be working 
with your uncle—they must have done something to him while we were at 
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the fortress 

“But what? There isn’t a single scratch on him!” 

Seven and Brystal searched the king’s body but they didn’t find an 
obvious cause of death. The only peculiar marks they found were ashy 
fingerprints on his right wrist—but the king couldn’t have died from 
someone’s touch alone... or could he? 

“Brystal, you have to bring him back!” Seven cried. 

“T can’t bring someone back from the dead,” Brystal said. “Even if I 
knew how, he would come back as something dark and unnatural—he 
wouldn’t be the grandfather you remember.” 

“Then maybe there’s still time to save him!” the prince said. “Try to 
restart his heart! Make him take a deep breath! Anything! Please!” 

Brystal knew there was nothing she could do, but she appeased the 
prince anyway. She took a step back and raised her wand over the king’s 
body. Just as she was about to perform a spell, the chamber doors flew 
open. Prince Maximus burst into the room with a dozen armed soldiers. 

“WHAT THE DEVIL IS GOING ON IN HERE?” he shouted. 

Seven glared at his uncle with the hatred of a hundred angry men. 

“How did you get here so fast?!” he asked. 

Maximus acted confused. “I was asleep next door until I heard 
shouting,” he said. “What on earth are you two doing—” 

“Liar!” Seven yelled. “We just saw you at the fortress! We know who 
you really are!” 

“Seven, are you ill?” his uncle asked. 

“Don’t play dumb!” Seven shouted. “You did this to him! You killed 
your own father!” 

“T beg your pardon?” 

Maximus glanced at the deceased king and pretended to be shocked. 
Brystal could tell he had been practicing the performance—his tearful eyes 
looked genuinely devastated. 

“They’ve murdered the king!” Maximus declared. 

“We didn’t murder anyone!” Brystal said. “Seven and I just got here!” 

“Lies!” Maximus screeched. “I saw you both in the courtyard just a few 
hours ago! And now I find you hovering over my father’s body with your 
wand in the air! Any idiot could see what’s going on! Guards, seize them 
immediately!” 


The soldiers charged across the room and tackled Seven to the floor. 
Brystal defensively raised her wand, and the approaching soldiers backed 
away from her. 

“Don’t waste your energy—she’ll never let you take her alive!” 
Maximus said, and then pulled one of the soldiers aside. “I want you to 
leave this room and inform everyone in the castle of what you’ve just seen! 
Send messengers and notify the papers! I want the whole kingdom to know 
the Fairy Godmother was caught in the act of killing the king!” 

“No! She didn’t do anything!” Seven yelled as he struggled to free 
himself from the soldiers’ grip. “My uncle did this! He’s been plotting to 
kill him for months! Arrest him!” 

“And clearly, she bewitched my nephew in the process!” Maximus told 
the soldier he’d pulled aside. “Now go! Quick, before the Fairy Godmother 
enchants us all!” 

The soldier hurried out of the bedroom. Brystal wanted to stop him, but 
she knew it would only make her seem more guilty. Maximus glared at her 
with a look of triumph in his eyes. 

“T told my father to stay away from you, but he wouldn’t listen,” he said. 
“Pve always known you people shouldn’t be trusted! And now I have 
proof! When the rest of the world finds out what happened here tonight, 
they’ ll finally see you and the magical community for what you truly are— 
a group of abominable, unnatural, power-hungry barbarians!” 

Suddenly, the Righteous King’s outlandish plan didn’t seem so 
outlandish anymore. Everything he had promised the Brotherhood was 
happening right before Brystal’s eyes. Without a doubt, Maximus was going 
to claim the throne and restore the Righteous Philosophy as soon as the 
Southern Kingdom awoke. He was going to destroy her popularity by 
framing Brystal for the murder of King Champion XIV! And the biggest 
mistake of her life had been walking right into his trap! 

“Brystal, you’ve got to get out of here!” Seven said. “The Southern 
Kingdom isn’t safe for you anymore! You need to go back to the Fairy 
Territory!” 

“No—I won’t leave you!” Brystal said. 

“Don’t worry about me! You’re the only person who can stop the 
Brotherhood!” 

“Seven, I can’t—” 
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“Go!” 

There wasn’t time to think of a better option. Brystal dashed to the 
balcony outside and flew away in a large bubble. She drifted back to the 
Fairy Territory without a plan and without a clue of what was going to 
happen next. The Righteous King had successfully outsmarted her, and the 
damage was so significant Brystal didn’t know how she would ever recover. 





CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


THE MORNING AFTER 


Lacy awoke with a jolt. She had been in such a deep sleep it took a couple 


of minutes for her senses to kick in. She found herself safe and sound in her 
nest at Ravencrest Manor, but she had no recollection of how she had got 
there. 

The last thing she remembered was being at the Enrollment Ceremony. 
... She and Pip had drunk the potion and become dizzy.... They had lain on 
the ground as the witches danced around the clearing.... Mistress Mara had 
hovered over them, conducting a spell of some kind.... And then everything 
had gone dark. 

She sat up and looked around the bedroom. It was light outside and the 
sun was peeking through the curtains. Stitches, Beebee, Sprout, and Pip 
were still asleep in their nests. The witches were wearing their golden 
necklaces again and all traces of witchcraft had been erased from their 
appearances. Lucy noticed Pip was wearing a necklace, too, and her 
whiskers, claws, and skunk tail had disappeared. 

“Good morning, Lucy.” 

The unexpected voice made her jump. Lucy looked up and saw Mistress 
Mara standing in a shadowy corner of the bedroom. The witch stared at 
Lucy with a devious grin, and Lucy had a hunch Mistress Mara had been 
watching her sleep all night. 

“Um... good morning,” Lucy said. “What are you doing?” 

“Just checking on you, dear,” the witch said. “How are you feeling?” 

Lucy had to think about it, and the answer surprised her. 

“Actually, I feel great,” she said. “Better than I’ve felt in a long time.” 


“Excellent,” Mistress Mara said. “I’m happy to report the Enrollment 
Ceremony was a complete success last night. In fact, you responded to the 
ceremony better than any student I’ve ever had.” 

“Well, that’s the first time I’ve been top of my class,” Lucy said with a 
laugh. “What happened exactly? I don’t even remember how I got back 
here.” 

“Don’t be worried, the ceremony is always an exhausting process to new 
participants,” Mistress Mara said. “You and Pip lost consciousness shortly 
after taking the Oath of Witchcraft. Once the ceremony was over, the girls 
and I brought you back and tucked you into your nest.” 

“Pm a little embarrassed—usually I can party with the best of them,” 
Lucy said. “Did you cast a spell on us last night? I vaguely remember you 
standing over us and muttering an incantation of some kind.” 

Mistress Mara’s smile faded—clearly, she wasn’t expecting Lucy to 
remember that part. 

“Just a minor spell of protection, my dear,” the witch said. “Nothing to 
fret over.” 

Lucy rubbed the back of her head and discovered something around her 
neck. She glanced down and saw she was wearing a golden necklace with a 
bright moonstone, too. Lucy hopped out of her nest and hurried to the 
wardrobe to see her reflection in the mirror. Not only had her hair and 
eyebrows returned to normal, but the necklace also made Lucy much 
prettier and taller than she had ever been. 

“Holy makeover!” Lucy said in disbelief. “I look fantastic!” 

“From now on, your necklace will conceal all traces of witchcraft and 
correct whatever you don’t like about your appearance,” Mistress Mara 
said. 

“Gosh, I wish I hadn’t cursed the Binkelle Sisters,” Lucy said. “Their 
pointed jaws would have hit the floor after seeing me like this!” 

“That reminds me,” Mistress Mara said. “Brick and Stone asked if you 
could keep the swans somewhere besides the graveyard. Apparently, the 
lynxes have been trying to hunt them.” 

Lucy was so fixated on her new appearance she barely heard a word 
Mistress Mara said. She wanted to compare her new reflection with her old 
reflection and started pulling the necklace over her head. Mistress Mara 
lunged forward and stopped her before the necklace was removed. 


“Don't take it off just yet,” the witch said in a panic. 

“Why not?” Lucy asked. 

“The enchantment needs a chance to cook first,” Mistress Mara 
explained. “Give your new appearance a couple of days to settle in, then 
you can remove the necklace as you wish.” 

“In that case, I promise to keep it on,” Lucy said. 

Mistress Mara’s devious smile returned to her face. 

“Wonderful,” she said. “Well, P1 excuse myself so you can admire your 
new appearance in peace. You’ve certainly earned it.” 

Mistress Mara strolled out of the bedroom and disappeared down the 
hall. There was something about the witch’s attentiveness that made Lucy 
suspicious. As she adjusted her golden necklace in the mirror, the sensation 
grew in the pit of her stomach and became much stronger than a regular 
feeling—tLucy sensed trouble. 





CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


THE SURRENDER 


Now look what you’ve done.... 

The Righteous King blindsided you.... 
You walked right into his trap.... 

You gave him everything he wanted.... 
You should be ashamed of yourself.... 


Ashamed. 


Brystal was living the darkest hour of her life. After fleeing the Southern 
Kingdom, she returned to the academy and desperately tried to come up 
with a plan to stop the Righteous Brotherhood. Unfortunately, Brystal 
couldn’t concentrate on anything but her disturbing thoughts, and her 
negativity did all the thinking for her. 


How could you let this happen? 
How could you be so stupid? 


How could you be so careless? 


How could you fail so miserably? 


Now all your greatest fears are coming true. 


As she paced across her office, word of King Champion XIV’s murder 
was spreading across the Southern Kingdom. Brystal’s reputation was being 
destroyed, her integrity was being tarnished, and consequently, mankind 
was beginning to question their relationship with the magical community. 
She didn’t know how to prove her innocence, she didn’t know how to 
prevent the lies from spreading, and she didn’t know how to stop the 
Righteous Brotherhood from succeeding any more than they already had. 
Brystal was completely powerless and incapable of finding a solution. 


You’ll never stop them.... 

You’ll only make things worse.... 

The Righteous King fooled you once, and he’ II do it again.... 
You’re not clever enough to defeat him.... 


You need to remove yourself from the situation. 


Brystal wished she could remove herself from the situation. She would 
have given anything to just disappear and make all her problems go away, 
but as she agonized in her office, the Righteous Brotherhood were marching 
toward the Fairy Territory. In just a few hours, the clan would arrive at the 
border and expect Brystal to surrender. The Righteous King had promised 
the Brotherhood she would concede willingly, so how would they retaliate 
when she refused? What sort of attack would they unleash? How was 
Brystal going to protect the fairies? 


Why not surrender? 


What’s the point in resisting? 


You’ll only cause more damage if you don’t.... 

You’ll only put the fairies in more danger if you stay.... 
They’ Il be better off without you.... 

The world would be better off without you.... 


Do it for them. 


At first, Brystal thought it was a preposterous idea, but the longer she 
dwelled on it, the more appealing it became. The Righteous King said the 
magical community would be easy to destroy, but what if he was wrong? 
What if they thrived under different leadership? Without Brystal in the 
picture, maybe the fairies would have a chance of winning the war on 
magic? 

Yes... 

That’s right.... 

Surrendering isn’t giving up.... 
Surrendering is the solution.... 


Don’t let your pride convince you otherwise.... 


Surrender to the Brotherhood and all your troubles will go 
away. 


Brystal couldn’t deny how tempting the idea of ending all her troubles 
was. She was so tired her mind and body ached with exhaustion—even her 
soul felt tired. 


Surrender and the fairies will be safe.... 


Surrender and you won’t have to fight anymore.... 
Surrender and you’ll be free from fear.... 
Surrender and the negativity will disappear.... 
Surrender and all the pain will go away.... 
Surrender and the nightmare will finally end.... 
Surrender, Brystal... 


Surrender. 


Brystal imagined herself floating in a space of total nothingness—with 
no worries, no fears, no anxiety, no responsibility, no shame, no guilt—and 
it gave her the most peace she had had in months. Brystal humored the idea 
just to feel the serenity, and the more she entertained it, the more she started 
to seriously consider it. By the time the evening arrived, Brystal wasn’t just 
considering a surrender—she was longing for one. And so the decision was 
made. 

As Brystal planned her surrender, she was interrupted by a soft knock on 
the door. Emerelda stepped inside the office with a cheeky grin. 

“Well, you were out pretty late last night,” she teased. “How did it go?” 

“Which part?” Brystal asked. 

Emerelda laughed like she was kidding. “Your date with the prince, of 
course,” she said. “We’re all dying to know, but I told the others not to 
smother you.” 

Clearly, Prince Maximus’s lies hadn’t reached the Fairy Territory yet, 
and Brystal was envious of Emerelda’s obliviousness. Brystal had almost 
forgotten that just a few hours earlier she and Seven had been laughing and 
enjoying themselves. She couldn’t believe what a dark turn the world had 
taken in such a short amount of time. Their date seemed like a frivolous 
thing to discuss at a moment like this, so Brystal changed the subject 
without an explanation. 


“Em, I have something I need to tell you,” Brystal said. “It’s important.” 

“Oh?” Emerelda asked with concern. “Did something bad happen on 
your date? Because if that prince acted like a jerk, Pl kick him right in his 
crown jewels.” 

“No, it has nothing to do with him,” she said. “It’s something I’ve been 
giving a lot of thought to lately. This isn’t an easy conversation to have, so 
I’m just going to say it. If anything happens to me, I want you to take over.” 

Emerelda wasn’t expecting such a somber topic. 

“Me?” 

“Who else could do it?” Brystal asked. “You’re smart, sensible, 
extremely organized, and all the fairies respect you. You’ll make a 
wonderful Fairy Godmother when I’m gone.” 

“When you’re gone?” she asked. “Are you planning an early retirement 
or something?” 

“No—it’s just—life is unpredictable,” Brystal said. “All it takes is a 
single second and the world as we know it could change forever. If 
something happens, I want you to be prepared. I don’t want there to be any 
confusion over who’s in charge. The fairies need to be unified or they’|l 
never survive the days ahead.” 

“The days ahead?” Emerelda asked. “Okay, now you’re starting to scare 
me. Why are you bringing this up now?” 

“Please, just promise me you’ll look after the fairies and keep them 
safe,” Brystal said. “It would mean a lot to me if I heard you say it.” 

Emerelda scratched her head as she tried to make sense of what Brystal 
was Saying. 

“All right, I promise,” she said. 

Brystal closed her eyes and let out a deep sigh of relief. Having an 
official successor made her looming surrender seem much easier. Emerelda 
watched her closely and her concerns rose. 

“Brystal, you look tired,” Emerelda said. “When’s the last time you 
slept?” 

“Honestly, I don’t remember,” Brystal said. 

“Why don’t I give you some time to rest,” Emerelda suggested. “Maybe 
later this evening, I can come back with some tea and we can keep talking?” 

“Pd like that,” she said. 

“Great, P Il see you then.” 


Emerelda left the office to give Brystal some time alone—but Brystal 
had no intentions of resting. Sadly, Brystal knew she would be long gone by 
the time Emerelda returned. 

Brystal waved her wand, and stationery appeared on her desk. She wrote 
Emerelda a letter with all the information Brystal had been keeping to 
herself. She told her everything she knew about the Righteous Brotherhood 
—where their fortress was located, the identity of the Righteous King, and 
his plan to frame Brystal for King Champion XIV’s murder. Brystal told 
Emerelda to keep an eye on the northern lights on the globe, how the Snow 
Queen was trapped in a cavern deep under the Northern Mountains, and if 
the lights ever faded from the sky, it meant the Snow Queen had escaped. 
She confessed part of Madame Weatherberry was still alive and how to find 
her if Emerelda ever needed advice or guidance. Once the letter was 
finished, Brystal placed it in an envelope with Emerelda’s name on it. 


Youw’re doing the right thing.... 

A lesser person wouldn’t know when to quit.... 
Your sacrifice will ensure the fairies’ survival.... 
Emerelda will be a much better leader than you.... 
She’ll defeat the Righteous Brotherhood.... 


She won’t make mistakes. 


It was getting late, and Brystal knew the Brotherhood would be arriving 
at any minute. She wouldn’t need her wand anymore, so Brystal placed it 
on her desk beside the letter for Emerelda. She slowly made her way to the 
door and took one final look at her office. 

“Good-bye,” she said to the empty room. “I’m leaving you in good 
hands.” 

Brystal closed the office doors behind her and headed outside. She 
crossed the academy grounds, went through the hedge barrier, and waited 


for the Brotherhood on the other side. Shortly after she arrived, all 333 
members of the clan appeared in the distance. The men were led by their 
High Commander and they cautiously approached Brystal with their 
weapons raised. 

Suddenly, Horence charged through the trees atop his three-headed 
horse. The knight leaped to the ground and drew his sword, placing himself 
between Brystal and the clan. 

“It’s all right, Horence,” she said. “You don’t have to protect me 
anymore.” 

The knight was terribly confused. He looked back and forth between 
Brystal and the Brotherhood but didn’t know what to do. Brystal moved 
past Horence and walked toward the clan, but she wouldn’t let the knight 
follow her. 

“Pm not here to fight you—I’m here to surrender,” Brystal told the 
Brotherhood. “But this doesn’t mean you’ve won. On the contrary, my 
surrender only ensures your downfall. The magical community is much 
stronger than your Righteous King thinks they are. They’ll band together 
and won’t need me to defeat you.” 

Even though the Righteous King had guaranteed her surrender, the 
Brotherhood were surprised by how easily Brystal was giving up. They 
cheered, their victorious roar echoing through the forest around them. 

“You see, my brothers, I told you to have faith in the Righteous King,” 
the High Commander said. “The Fairy Godmother is surrendering willingly 
just as he promised—she didn’t even need the extra incentive he sent us 
with.” 

“What extra incentive?” Brystal asked. 

The High Commander tossed a book at Brystal’s feet. She glanced down 
and realized it was Seven’s copy of The Tales of Tidbit Twitch. Her eyes 
immediately filled with tears at the thought of Seven as a hostage. Brystal 
should have known the Righteous King would have a backup plan in case 
she didn’t surrender. 

“What have you done with him?” Brystal asked. 

“Come with us and you’ll find out,” the High Commander said. 

Once again, Brystal closed her eyes and imagined herself floating 
through the peaceful space of nothingness. She craved the oblivion she 
pictured, and Brystal was convinced there was only one way to achieve it. 


“Take me,” Brystal said. “I don’t care what happens to me anymore.... 
I’m tired of fighting.... I’m tired of feeling.... I just want it all to end....” 





CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


THE SHADOW BEAST 


Brystal, I made us some tea,” Emerelda said. “I hope you’re hungry, 


because I brought some snacks, too. I couldn’t find where Mrs. Vee keeps 
the good cheeses, but these should do.” 

Emerelda carried a tray of tea, cheeses, crackers, and fruits into the 
office. She was more than halfway across the room before she noticed 
Brystal wasn’t there. Emerelda set the tray down on the desk and was 
surprised to find Brystal had left her wand and a note behind. Curious, 
Emerelda opened the note, but before she could remove the letter from the 
envelope, the doors swung open and distracted her. 

Xanthous, Tangerina, and Skylene staggered inside, covered from head 
to toe in mashed potatoes. Their hands and arms were wrapped in bandages 
from all the burns and cuts that were inflicted while cooking. The fairies 
plopped down on the glass sofa and gave their aching bodies a rest. 
Emerelda tucked Brystal’s note into her pocket to read later. 

“How’d dinner go?” she asked. 

“The chefs are more whipped than the potatoes, but I think we’re getting 
the hang of it,” Xanthous said. “It was the first time I didn’t start a fire— 
you know, while cooking.” 

“T’m sure you’re just being hard on yourselves,” Emerelda said. 

“Oh no, we’re terrible,” Tangerina said. “When Mrs. Vee cooks, it’s like 
watching a conductor leading a symphony—all the cooking utensils float 
seamlessly around her and create a meal in perfect harmony. When we 
cook, it’s like watching an earthquake inside a hurricane.” 

“I think the utensils are starting to hate us,” Skylene said. “I didn’t 


realize pots could be passive aggressive, but today they wouldn’t even hold 
water!” 

“Skylene, you were using a colander!” Tangerina said. 

“Oh,” she said. “I’m glad it wasn’t personal.” 

“Where’s Brystal?” Xanthous asked. “We want to hear about her date 
with the prince.” 

“I was just wondering the same thing,” Emerelda said. “She mustn’t 
have gone very far—she left her wand on her desk.” 

“I hope she gets back soon,” Tangerina said. “I’m so tired the only thing 
that could possibly energize me is some good old-fashioned royal gossip.” 

“I’m so tired I’m seeing spots,” Xanthous said. 

“I’m so tired I’m seeing swans,” Skylene said. 

The fairies gave her a peculiar look. 

“Swans?” Tangerina asked. 

Skylene nodded. “Yup—seven of them,” she said. “And they’re with a 
girl, too. And she’s flying through the air on a broomstick. And she’s got a 
big sack of something. Wow, this hallucination is very specific. I think the 
kitchen fumes are starting to get to me.” 

“I must be delirious, too, because I’m also seeing swans!” Xanthous 
said. 

Everyone turned toward the window and realized it wasn’t a 
hallucination. Soaring through the sky, heading straight for the academy, 
was a flock of swans and a young girl on a broomstick. The birds were 
tethered to the broomstick like balloons, and the girl carried a bulging bag 
with her. They flew closer and closer to the castle with no sign of stopping. 
The fairies dived behind the sofa as the procession crashed through the 
window and showered the office in broken glass. The broomstick snapped 
in half, and seven pumpkins burst out from the bag and rolled in every 
direction. The travelers somersaulted across the floor and collapsed in a 
pile. 

“Ouuuuuuuch!” Lucy groaned. “Dang, I could have sworn that window 
was open!” 

She brushed all the glass off her body, released the swans from their 
tethers, and quickly gathered all the jack-o’-lanterns back into the bag. The 
fairies immediately recognized her voice but couldn’t believe how different 
she looked. 


“Lucy?” Emerelda gasped. “Is that you?” 

“You look incredible!” Xanthous said. 

“What happened?” Tangerina asked. 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah—I’m basically a model now,” she said. “Where’s 
Brystal?” 

“We don’t know,” Emerelda said. 

“Crap! I can’t wait for her! Pll need you guys to do it!” 

Lucy raced to the bookshelves and feverishly searched through the titles. 
The fairies were confused—if Lucy’s new appearance wasn’t worrying 
enough already, her frantic behavior put them all on edge. 

“Wait, what do you want us to do?” Skylene asked. 

“Ooooooh, just a little favor,” Lucy said with a nervous laugh. “Think of 
it as a fun group activity! A great way for us to bond and let bygones be—” 

“Spit it out, Lucy!” Tangerina said. 

“I need you to help me get rid of a curse!” 

“What?” Xanthous exclaimed. 

“Who’s been cursed?” Emerelda asked. 

“T have!” Lucy said. “But I don’t have time to explain all the details!” 

“Then you better make time!” Tangerina said. “You can’t disappear for a 
week and then burst in here with swans, a bag of pumpkins, and a new face 
and ask us to help you get rid of a curse without an explanation!” 

“Yeah! Even for you, that’s just eccentric,” Skylene said. 

Lucy groaned again and paused her search to fill them in. 

“Okay, okay, okay,” she said. “Listen up, because I’m going to make this 
as short as possible. Four days ago, Brystal and I got into a really big fight, 
so I went to the Ravencrest School of Witchcraft for a couple days to tick 
her off. Yes, I know that was a radical move; please hold your comments 
until I’m finished! While I was at Ravencrest, I discovered Mistress Mara 
has been working on a secret plot to kill Brystal and destroy mankind! 
Everyone’s got a hobby! I didn’t hear all the specifics, but part of her plan 
involved casting a curse on someone. Apparently, Mistress Mara has been 
trying for weeks to perform the curse but hadn’t succeeded yet. Naturally, I 
wanted to stop her, so I decided to stay at Ravencrest until I learned more. 
To become a student at Ravencrest, I had to pass four entrance exams— 
jinxes, hexes, potions, and curses.” 

Tangerina was appalled. “You did witchcraft?!” she asked. 


“Lucy, how could you?” Skylene reprimanded. 

“Forget the hocus-pocus and focus!” Lucy yelled. “Once I finished the 
exams, I had to participate in an Enrollment Ceremony. All my roommates 
had completed the ceremony before me, so I didn’t think it was a big deal. 
But now I know it was never an Enrollment Ceremony at all—it was a front 
for Mistress Mara to curse people! She didn’t start a school of witchcraft to 
help people—she opened Ravencrest to find someone to curse for her 
scheme! And I’m the first person it’s worked on! There, everything’s 
explained! Happy now?” 

After she was done explaining, Lucy turned back to the books and 
continued searching through the shelves. The fairies were flabbergasted by 
her account and didn’t know what comments to make or which questions to 
ask first. 

“This is insanity!” Xanthous said. 

“What kind of curse did Mistress Mara put on you?” Emerelda asked. 

“That’s what I’m trying to find out,” Lucy said. “And whatever it is, 
we’ve got to get rid of it before it puts Brystal and mankind in danger!” 

“But you don’t look cursed,” Skylene said. 

“No, you’ve never looked better,” Tangerina said. “No offense.” 

“That’s because my necklace hides all traces of witchcraft,” she said. 
“Mistress Mara gave it to me after the Enrollment Ceremony. She told me 
to keep the necklace on for a couple of days so the enchantment had a 
chance to settle in. But that was another fat lie! Mistress Mara didn’t want 
me to see how the curse was affecting me! Thank goodness my sixth sense 
for trouble kicked in! If you think I look different now, just wait until you 
see me without the necklace!” 

Lucy became frustrated as she scanned the shelves. 

“It’s got to be here somewhere!” she said. “I remember seeing it the very 
first time I was in this office! I was looking through Madame 
Weatherberry’s things while she was talking to my parents. It had such a 
strange title it immediately caught my—oh, here it is!” 

Lucy pulled an old book off the shelf and showed the title to her friends: 


SO, YOU’VE BEEN CURSED? 


A VICTIM’S GUIDE TO DARK MAGIC 
AND HOW TO STOP IT 


BY SHELTER BRIMCOCK 


Lucy placed the book on the tea table, and the others gathered around 
her. She vigorously flipped through the pages, and hundreds of disturbing 
descriptions and gruesome sketches flashed before their eyes. 

“There must be a thousand different curses in here!” Xanthous said. 

“How are you going to know which one is yours?” Skylene asked. 

“T know the side effects and I know the conditions it was cast under,” 
Lucy said. “Keep an eye out for anything about a moon, music, potion, or 
excessive bloating.” 

“Excessive bloating?” Tangerina asked. 

“Quit asking me questions and read!” 

As she combed through the book, the fairies read over her shoulder and 
pointed out curses with the similarities Lucy described. 

“Could it be a Nightmare Veil?” Emerelda asked. “It says, ‘A Nightmare 
Veil is a curse that heightens and prolongs someone’s nightmares. While 
they sleep, every second feels like a day, and whatever happens to their 
bodies in the dream happens to their bodies in real life. The curse is 
performed under a crescent moon and requires a pillow made of albino 
crow feathers.’” 

“No, the Enrollment Ceremony happened under a full moon.” 

“What about an Infinite Illness?” Tangerina asked. “‘An Infinite Illness 
is a curse that makes someone sick for decades. The person attracts germs 
and viruses from miles around, and they infect anyone who comes within a 
hundred yards of them.’ It says the curse requires them to drink a green 
potion that’s been coughed on by nine hundred senior citizens.” 

“No, the potion she gave me was purple.” 

“Do you think it’s the Never-Ending Moisture?” Skylene asked. “It says, 
‘A Never-Ending Moisture makes someone’s undergarments constantly feel 
wet, causing them to chafe and prune for eternity.’ It says, “The person 


leaves a puddle on every surface they sit on and a foul smell follows them 
wherever they go. The curse is performed on an overcast day while the 
children’s song “Good-Bye, Rain” is played on a saxophone.’ Oh, I love 
that song!” 

“No—and I don’t see how that would help Mistress Mara’s plan.” 

“What about a Shadow Beast?” Xanthous pointed out. “ʻA Shadow 
Beast is an entity that enhances a witch or warlock’s powers for one, 
usually very dark, enchantment. The Shadow Beast is grown inside a host 
like a parasite, and the longer it stays inside them, the more powerful it 
becomes. To create a Shadow Beast, a witch or warlock must present the 
host with a potion made from the blood of a hundred different animals. 
They must drink it directly under a full moon while the percussion of a 
heartbeat is played. It takes a Shadow Beast twenty hours to reach its full 
form, and if it isn’t removed before then, the host will die.’” 

“That’s it!” Lucy gasped. “That’s definitely the curse she put me under!” 

“What time did you drink the potion?” Emerelda asked. 

“Pm not sure what the exact time was—I think it was around midnight.” 

“Then you only have a couple of minutes left before it kills you!” 
Tangerina said. “It’s five minutes to eight o’clock!” 

“Xanthous, does the book say how to get rid of a Shadow Beast?” Lucy 
asked. 

“Pm looking, Pm looking,” Xanthous said. “Yes, found it! It says, 
‘Expelling a Shadow Beast is not as complicated as producing one’—well, 
that’s lucky—‘but it comes with its own difficulties’-—never mind, spoke 
too soon. ‘First, the host must be placed in a Circle of Purity-—which is a 
circle of salt, white sage, crystals, and candles. ‘Second, the host must be 
surrounded by a group of loved ones. The loved ones must join hands and 
chant the phrases Beast be seen, beast be wrong! Beast be free, beast be 
gone! until the entity emerges.’ That’s all there is!” 

“PIl make the crystals!” Emerelda said. 

“Pll make the candles!” Tangerina said. 

“PII run to the kitchen and get the salt and the sage!” Skylene said. 

The fairies split up to complete the tasks. Emerelda hurried to the snack 
tray on the desk and transformed the fruit and cheeses into crystals. 
Tangerina’s bees flew out of her hair and used their honey to create a dozen 
beeswax candles. Xanthous and Lucy pushed the glass furniture to the side 


of the room and made an empty space in the center of the office. Skylene 
dashed to the kitchen and returned with an armful of sage and seasonings. 

“Everyone ready?” Lucy asked the room. 

“T’ve got crystals!” Emerelda said. 

“T’ve got candles!” Tangerina said. 

“And I’ve got the white sage and salt!” Skylene said. “I also brought 
pepper and rosemary, just in case!” 

Lucy stood in the center of the room while the others made a circle 
around her with the supplies. Once the circle was complete and all the 
candles were lit, the fairies held hands—but Tangerina was hesitant to join. 

“Come on, Tangerina!” Skylene said. “Lucy needs loved ones to expel 
the curse!” 

“Pm not sure I qualify,” Tangerina said. “Love is a really strong word.” 

“Oh, shut up and find something to love!” Lucy shouted. “We only have 
a minute left!” 

Tangerina rolled her eyes and reluctantly joined them. 

“Okay, I’m going to remove my necklace and expose the curse,” Lucy 
said. “What you’re about to see is very disturbing, but whatever happens, 
keep repeating the chant until the Shadow Beast is gone!” 

Lucy took a deep breath and slowly removed the necklace. As soon as 
the accessory was over her head, Lucy’s hair turned back into white 
feathers, her appearance faded into its regular features, and her body 
expanded to its normal size. However, Lucy’s body then surpassed her 
original height and weight and kept growing. Her black cloak started to 
stretch and her striped tights started to rip as Lucy blew up like an 
enormous balloon. 

The fairies were shocked as Lucy swelled before their eyes. They could 
hear something growling inside her, and occasionally, the face of a 
ferocious creature would poke out from under her skin and snarl at them. 

Lucy never stopped growing and the fairies worried she might explode. 
After a few seconds, Lucy was too big to stand on her feet and she fell 
backward. She bounced into the high ceiling and then ricocheted off the 
walls, knocking books and potions off the shelves as she went. The swans 
ran for their lives as Lucy bounced around them. The fairies chased after 
her and rolled her back into the Circle of Purity, but it was hard to keep her 
in place. 


“We’ll begin the chant on three,” Emerelda said. “Ready? One... two...” 

“Wait!” Lucy exclaimed, and the room went dead silent. “I’ve been 
thinking, maybe what we’re doing is wrong? Maybe we should just leave 
the Shadow Beast inside me?” 

“Whaaat?” Tangerina asked. 

“You’re joking, right?” Skylene asked. 

“No, I’m being serious,” Lucy professed. “I mean, the world is filled 
with people who have only dreamed of having Shadow Beasts, and here I 
am trying to get rid of mine. What if I regret this decision later? What if this 
is my last chance to have a Shadow Beast?” 

The fairies couldn’t believe what they were hearing. 

“I think she hit her head while she was bouncing,” Xanthous told the 
others. 

“Lucy, if we don’t get rid of the Shadow Beast, it’s going to kill you!” 
Emerelda said. 

“But who says my life is more important?” Lucy asked. “What if the 
universe has bigger plans for the Shadow Beast than it does for me? It’s my 
own fault for going to the Ravencrest School of Witchcraft. I knew it was 
dangerous, I knew something might happen to me, but I went anyway. Why 
should the Shadow Beast be punished for my mistakes?” 

“Lucy, you sound ridiculous!” Tangerina said. “You shouldn’t throw 
your whole life away just because you made one mistake!” 

“I agree,” Skylene said. “Besides, you aren’t ready to raise a Shadow 
Beast! You can barely take care of yourself!” 

Lucy tried to roll out of the Circle of Purity but her friends wouldn’t let 
her. 

“No, let me go!” she said. “This is my life and I’ve made my decision! 
I’m going to keep the Shadow Beast and suffer the consequences!” 

The fairies were floored by her abrupt change of heart. They looked to 
one another with wide, bewildered eyes, but no one could explain what was 
happening. Xanthous had a feeling Lucy’s feelings weren’t genuine. He 
retrieved the copy of So, You’ve Been Cursed? and reread the section about 
the Shadow Beast. 

“Listen to this!” he said. “‘Never trust anything a host says while they’re 
carrying a Shadow Beast. The entity plays tricks on its host’s mind, making 
them believe they want to die for it, so the Shadow Beast will grow to its 


full size.’ That’s the Shadow Beast talking—not Lucy!” 

“Then let’s get this thing out of her before she knits it a sweater!” 
Tangerina yelled. 

“Thirty seconds until eight o’clock!” Skylene cried. 

“Quick! Start the chant!” Emerelda instructed. 

The fairies grabbed hands and recited the chant in unison. 

“Beast be seen, beast be wrong! Beast be free, beast be gone!” 

For the first time since she removed the necklace, Lucy’s body stopped 
expanding. The Shadow Beast started to howl from inside her, like it was 
trying to drown out the sound of the chant. The fairies raised their voices so 
the chant wasn’t silenced. 

“Beast be seen, beast be wrong! Beast be free, beast be gone!” 

Lucy’s body started to twitch and shake, as if the Shadow Beast was 
trying to find somewhere to hide within her. There were only ten seconds 
until eight o’clock, so the fairies repeated the chant as loudly and as quickly 
as they could. 

“BEAST BE SEEN, BEAST BE WRONG! BEAST BE FREE, BEAST BE 
GONE!” 

Suddenly, a dark vapor erupted out of Lucy’s mouth. The blast was so 
powerful it knocked all the fairies to the floor. As the Shadow Beast was 
expelled, Lucy’s body deflated and she shrank to her original size. The 
Shadow Beast whirled around the office like a black cloud, taking the forms 
of different carnivores as it moved. It smashed through the glass furniture as 
a bear, it terrorized the swans as a wolf, and it trampled over the 
bookshelves as a lion. The Shadow Beast leaped off the walls as a frog and 
then glided through the broken window as an eagle. The fairies ran after it, 
but by the time they reached the window, the Shadow Beast was out of their 
grasp. It soared through the sky and disappeared into the eastern horizon. 

“Lucy, are you okay?” Xanthous asked as he helped her to her feet. 

“My mouth tastes like a wet dog smells—but I’ ll live,” she said. 

“Oh my gosh! The Shadow Beast turned your hair into feathers!” 
Skylene cried. 

Lucy pretended she was surprised. “No way!” she said. “That’s totally 
what happened!” 

“Look! The Shadow Beast is getting away!” Emerelda said. 

“Where’s it going?” Tangerina asked. 


“Tt must be headed back to Mistress Mara!” Lucy said. “Come on! 
We’ ve got to get to Ravencrest before she uses it!” 





CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


THE RIGHTEOUS REVEAL 


The Righteous Brotherhood took Brystal away from the Fairy Territory 


and led her into the Southern Kingdom. They traveled for hours and the 
clan kept their weapons aimed at her the entire time. Brystal had no idea 
where they were taking her or what they were planning to do with her, but 
she didn’t care. She didn’t ask any questions, she didn’t keep track of time, 
and she didn’t even look up from the ground as they moved. Wherever they 
were going, whatever they did, Brystal knew it would all be over soon. 

Brystal assumed the Brotherhood was taking her back to Chariot Hills. 
She imagined a theatrical arrest was waiting for her in the town square. She 
imagined Maximus would use the event to publicly condemn his father’s 
“killer” and preach about the “dangerous nature” of the magical community. 
Brystal knew she wouldn’t have a chance to defend herself—she’d probably 
be executed without a trial—she just hoped her peaceful surrender would 
make the Southern Kingdom think twice about the lies Maximus was 
spreading. 

As the night turned into the early moming, Brystal realized her 
assumption was wrong. The smell of salt filled the air, and instead of 
Chariot Hill’s cobblestone roads, sand appeared under Brystal’s feet. She 
looked up for the first time since they had left the Fairy Territory and saw 
the South Sea ahead—the Brotherhood was taking her back to the fortress! 

Brystal didn’t understand the reasoning behind the decision. If 
Maximus’s goal was to make Brystal a public enemy, why would the clan 
take her somewhere so secretive? How would it benefit them to keep her 
hidden? 


The clan walked Brystal across the drawbridge and into the spacious 
courtyard at the center of the fortress. When they arrived, the Righteous 
King was waiting for them on the platform, and he held a loaded crossbow. 
The High Commander bowed before the Righteous King, and the rest of the 
Brotherhood followed. 

“She surrendered willingly, my lord, just as you promised,” the High 
Commander said. 

“We should have never questioned you!” a clansman declared. 

“Forgive us for doubting you!” said another. 

“You have our eternal allegiance!” 

“Long live the Righteous King! Long live the Righteous King! Long live 
the Righteous King!” the clan chanted. 

As the Brotherhood showered the Righteous King with gratitude, 
Brystal noticed he wasn’t alone on the platform. Five people were lying in a 
pile behind the Righteous King, and each of them was as white as snow and 
as stiff as stone. Brystal recognized the pale faces—they were Maximus’s 
sons, Triumph, Conquer, Victory, Score, and Marvel. She impulsively ran to 
help them and none of the clansmen tried to stop her. Brystal climbed onto 
the platform and knelt at the princes’ side, but unfortunately, there was 
nothing she could do—all five princes were dead! 

Just like their grandfather, there was no obvious sign of what had killed 
them, but each prince’s right wrist was covered in ashy fingerprints. 

“You monster!” Brystal yelled. “How could you kill your own 
children?” 

“Look closer,” the Righteous King said. “There’s more to this story.” 

Confused, Brystal turned back to the princes and discovered a sixth body 
was underneath them. She instantly felt sick to her stomach, and her hands 
started to tremble. She knew who the body belonged to without looking, but 
still, Brystal needed to see him for herself. She carefully rolled Prince 
Triumph onto his side to expose the sixth face beneath. But when his 
identity was revealed, Brystal gasped in horror because it wasn’t who she 
was expecting—the sixth body wasn’t Seven after all: it was Maximus! 

Brystal was in shock and stepped away from the bodies. She glanced 
back and forth between the Righteous King and Maximus’s body but didn’t 
understand what was happening. If Maximus wasn’t the Righteous King, 
then who was? 


“Who are you?!” Brystal shouted. “What have you done with Seven?!” 

The Righteous King chuckled at her reaction. He slowly removed his 
mask and answered both of her questions at once. 

“Seven?” she gasped. 

The discovery was so appalling Brystal’s mind rejected it at first. It took 
her a few moments to realize her eyes weren’t deceiving her, but even then, 
the reality was hard to accept. 

“For the most powerful person in the world, you sure are gullible,” 
Seven said. 

“What are you doing?” she asked. “Why are you dressed like the 
Righteous King?” 

Seven smirked and let out a patronizing laugh. 

“Oh dear, you’re really in denial about this, aren’t you?” he scoffed. “I 
don’t think it could be any more obvious—I am the Righteous King.” 

“No...,” Brystal said, and shook her head in disbelief. “This doesn’t 
make sense.... You protected me from the Brotherhood at my brother’s 
wedding.... We snuck into the fortress to spy on their meeting....We tried to 
save your grandfather.... We tried to stop them!” 

As Brystal listed all the reasons it was impossible for Seven to be the 
Righteous King, it slowly dawned on her just how possible the truth was. 

Seven had protected her at the wedding to gain her trust.... He had 
invited her to the castle because he knew they would end up following a 
clansman to the fortress.... He purposely slipped away from her during the 
meeting so he could address the clan as the Righteous King.... He exposed 
just enough of his plan so they would rush back to the castle to save his 
grandfather.... He led her directly into the king’s chambers to frame her for 
his murder.... And all the while, Seven had convinced Brystal that 
Maximus was the Righteous King so she would never suspect him. 

Brystal was so overwhelmed she almost fainted. The fortress felt like it 
was spinning around her, and she fell to her knees and started 
hyperventilating. 

“It was you the whole time....” She panted. “Everything you said was a 
lie.... Everything you did was misleading.... You made me trust you.... 
You made me care about you!” 

“If The Tales of Tidbit Twitch is the key to your heart, then I suggest 
getting a better lock,” Seven sneered. “I thought it would be difficult to 


deceive the great Fairy Godmother, but you adolescent girls are all the 
same. All it took was a little smile, a little interest, a little attention, and I 
had you in the palm of my hand.” 

“But why?” she asked. “What could be worth lying and killing your own 
family?!” 

“You’re making it sound so personal,” Seven said. “Face it, Brystal, I 
just wanted what everyone wants—power. And it doesn’t just fall into our 
laps as easily as it fell into yours. I was seventh in line for the throne—to 
become king, I had to be creative.” 

“You couldn’t have done this on your own,” Brystal said. “The king and 
the princes didn’t die naturally! Someone was helping you—someone with 
magic!” 

The Brotherhood roared with laughter, as if the idea was absurd. The 
accusation made an insidious smile grow across Seven’s face. He walked 
closer to Brystal and whispered in her ear. 

“Well done, you’ve finally gotten something right,” he said. “You won’t 
believe what we have in store next. Sadly, I don’t think yov’ll live to see it.” 

Seven snapped his fingers, and a net made of bloodstone was thrown 
over Brystal. The net was so heavy it pinned her to the platform, and she 
could barely breathe or move beneath it. The bloodstone burned her skin, 
and the longer she was trapped, the weaker and weaker she became. Brystal 
had known this moment would happen—she knew surrendering would cost 
her her life—but she had surrendered because of Seven’s false pretenses. 
Seven was planning something that transcended the Righteous Brotherhood, 
and not knowing the extent of his plan gave Brystal the will to stay alive 
and the urge to fight him. Unfortunately, the bloodstone drained so much of 
her energy that it took all her strength just to stay conscious. All she could 
do was watch what happened next. 

The Brotherhood cheered and applauded as Brystal struggled under the 
net. While they were distracted, Seven redirected his attention to the back 
of the courtyard and gestured for someone to come forward. 

“It’s time!” he called. 

“Time for what, my lord?” the High Commander asked. 

“Excuse me, High Commander, but I wasn’t speaking to any of you,” 
Seven said. 

The Brotherhood went quiet. Before they had the chance to question him 


further, black smoke blew in from the back of the courtyard. The clansmen 
parted as Mistress Mara strolled inside and made her way to the platform. 
The witch was followed by the Shadow Beast, which took the form of a 
panther, then an alligator, and finally an anaconda as it crawled behind her. 

“What a delightfully desolate location,” the witch said as she looked 
around the fortress. “I’d say it needs a woman’s touch, but trust me, you 
don’t want mine.” 

The Brotherhood couldn’t believe their eyes—a woman had never set 
foot in the fortress before, let alone a witch! The clan were outraged and 
readied their weapons. Mistress Mara was amused by their reaction and 
cackled as she climbed the platform and stood at Seven’s side. The Shadow 
Beast sat next to her like an obedient dog. 

“My lord, a witch has infiltrated the fortress!” the High Commander 
exclaimed. 

“Yes, High Commander, I know,” Seven said. “I invited her.” 

The Brotherhood were stunned and erupted in protest. 

“How dare you!” 

“Her kind isn’t welcome here!” 

“You’re insulting the Righteous Philosophy!” 

Seven raised a hand to silence the angry clan. 

“Gentlemen, what I’m about to say is going to shake you to your fragile 
cores, but try to keep an open mind,” he said. “A man’s quest for power is 
pointless unless he sets his sights on true power. Ordinary power can be 
taken away, it can be deceived, and it can be overcome—but true power 
cannot be defeated. No one can achieve true power if they’re limited by 
prejudice, shortsighted by pride, or married to a single philosophy. They 
must be flexible, they must play both sides of the coin at all times, and they 
must use all available resources if they want to become unstoppable.” 

“This is an abomination!” 

“We need to kill the witch at once!” 

“This is a sacred place!” 

“Oh, believe me, I’m well aware of its hallowed origins,” he said. “Do 
any of you know why it’s such a sacred space? Long ago, your founding 
fathers used this fortress as much more than a headquarters. Within the 
walls around us, and deep in the ground below us, lay the remains of the 
first nine hundred and ninety-nine members of the Righteous Brotherhood. 


This fortress isn’t just the birthplace of your philosophy—it’s a tomb. And 
what could make a man more unstoppable than commanding an army of the 
deceased? After all, you can’t kill a soldier if he’s already dead.” 

The Brotherhood glared at their Righteous King as if he had lost his 
mind. Seven nodded to Mistress Mara and she nodded back—it was now or 
never. 

The witch twirled her arms through the air and the Shadow Beast grew 
into a massive cyclone. The storm whirled around the courtyard, and the 
terrified clansmen ran and dived out of its way. The wind was so powerful 
the Brotherhood dropped their weapons and held on to their masks with 
both hands. The Shadow Beast split into 999 ferocious animals. The 
creatures scattered to different parts of the fortress and disappeared into the 
walls and sank into the ground. Once the animals were gone, the courtyard 
went dead silent. The frazzled clansmen helped one another back to their 
feet and anxiously waited for something to happen. 

The enchantment was an exhausting exercise for Mistress Mara. The 
witch hunched over and clutched her chest as she caught her breath. Seven’s 
eyes darted around the fortress, and he grew terribly impatient. 

“Well?” he asked. “Did it work?” 

Mistress Mara turned to him with a confident smile. 

“Perfectly,” she said. 

The fortress began to rumble as if it had been struck by an earthquake. 
The clansmen moved to the center of the courtyard to avoid the rattling 
structure. Suddenly, hundreds and hundreds of decaying hands emerged 
from the dirt and shot out of the stone walls. The Brotherhood watched in 
terror as 999 corpses clawed their way out from their resting places. The 
dead surrounded the frightened clansmen and picked up the weapons they 
dropped. The corpses faced their Righteous King and saluted him, like a 
platoon of skeletal soldiers. 

Seven and Mistress Mara were euphoric as they watched the dead come 
back to life. Brystal had never seen anything so horrifying in her life, but 
she was so depleted from the bloodstone she could hardly keep her eyes 
open. 

“What is this madness?” the High Commander yelled. 

“Gentlemen, just like you, your distant grandfathers made an oath to 
devote their lives—and whatever may come after that—to serving the 


Righteous Philosophy,” Seven said. “For the first time, that eternal devotion 
is being called on today. Allow me to introduce you to the most powerful 
legion this world has ever seen—I give you the Righteous Army of the 
Dead!” 

As the Brotherhood observed the army, it was obvious their ancestors 
were no longer the same men they once were. The corpses were stripped of 
all personality and humanity and had returned to life as nothing but cold 
and soulless warriors. 

“My lord, these men will never serve you!” the High Commander 
declared. “Their oath was to protect and preserve the Righteous Philosophy 
—and you’ve defied it by bringing them back with witchcraft!” 

“You’re mistaken, High Commander,” Seven said. “Indeed, they 
devoted themselves to the Righteous Philosophy—but since the 
Brotherhood appointed me as the Righteous King, the Righteous 
Philosophy is whatever I say it is. And I believe it’s time for a few 
modifications.” 

“I—I—I don’t understand,” the High Commander said. 

Mistress Mara threw her head back and cackled at him. 

“Silly old man,” she said. “Don’t you get it? He never cared about your 
Righteous Philosophy. He never intended to restore the natural order or start 
a war with the magical community. He simply told you what you wanted to 
hear so we could take advantage of your Brotherhood. And now that we 
have an unbeatable army, we’re going to hold mankind responsible for all 
the—” 

FWITT! Suddenly, Mistress Mara felt something hit her chest. She 
looked down and saw that a bloodstone arrow was sticking directly into her 
heart. 

“Actually, Mistress Mara, since we’re on the topic of dishonesty, I have 
something to get off my chest,” Seven said as he lowered his crossbow. “I 
never cared about holding mankind accountable either—I fooled you just as 
much as I fooled them.” 

The witch dropped to her knees and black blood poured down her body. 

“You—You—You betrayed me!” she gasped. 

“No, I used your hate against you,” he said with a snide smile. “Turns 
out, when you stoke someone’s hate, you can make them do whatever you 
want.” 


Mistress Mara spent her final moments in shock. Her eyes rolled into the 
back of her head, she collapsed on the platform, and then the witch became 
deathly still. Like a dying fire, her body started to smoke, then she slowly 
disappeared from sight. 

Once the witch was gone, Seven moved to the edge of the platform to 
address the whole courtyard. 

“In a few hours, the world is going to wake to the most dreadful news,” 
he said. “They’ll learn that, after her assassination of King Champion XIV, 
the beloved Fairy Godmother went on a rampage, killing Prince Maximus 
and his five children. The world will be horrified to hear the Fairy 
Godmother also partnered with a witch named Mistress Mara, and together 
they devised a plan to raise an army from the dead and slaughter all of 
mankind. But then the world will sigh with relief when they discover that I 
—the courageous Prince Gallivant—defeated the evil women and took 
command of the army myself. 

“T will march into Chariot Hills, I will claim the throne, and thanks to 
my invincible new soldiers, I will be the most powerful sovereign the world 
has ever known. My army will expand the borders of my kingdom until 
every inch of this planet is under my control. We will turn this world into 
one glorious Righteous Empire, and we’ll destroy anything or anyone that 
stands in our way. 

“Gentlemen, it’s time for you to broaden your horizons. Forget the 
Southern Kingdom and the magical community—this Brotherhood’s new 
objective is world domination and obliterating all species that threaten us! 
You can join my army and continue to serve me as your Righteous King— 
or you can stay here and fill your ancestors’ graves. The choice is yours.” 

The Righteous Army of the Dead took an intimidating step toward the 
Brotherhood with their weapons raised. The frightened clansmen looked to 
the High Commander for guidance, but there was only one way out alive. 
The High Commander reluctantly bowed to the Righteous King, and the 
rest of the clan followed. 

“We remain your humble servants, my lord,” the High Commander said. 

Seven clapped his hands together. “Gentlemen—brothers—you’ve made 
the right decision,” he said. “Welcome to the Righteous Empire.” 

While Seven gave the Brotherhood their ultimatum, Brystal’s vision 
started to fade. She had run out of strength and couldn’t fight the bloodstone 


any longer. Her eyes fluttered shut, her mind went blank, and her heart 
stopped beating. The last bit of life slowly drained from her body and 
Brystal drifted into the great unknown.... 





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


FAMILIAR FACES 


The witches and lynxes of Ravencrest were enjoying a relaxing night in 


the graveyard. Stitches, Beebee, and Pip wore tinted glasses and lounged 
across three tombs as they took in the moonlight. Sprout was soaking her 
feet in a jar of fertilizer and pleasantly sighed to herself while her body 
absorbed the nutrients. The lynxes were gathered around the witches and 
lazily stretched, scratched, and cleaned themselves. 

“Pm so glad Mistress Mara gave us the night off,” Sprout said. “It’s 
been ages since we had a Self-Scare Day.” 

“Why is it called a Self-Scare Day?” Pip asked. 

“B-b-because it feels so good it’s f-f-frightening,” Beebee said. 

“I just adore moonbathing,” Stitches said. “Can someone pass me the 
moonscreen?” 

Beebee handed her a bottle of blue lotion and Stitches rubbed it on her 
skin. 

“Is there a point to moonbathing?” Pip asked. “I mean, does it actually 
do something?” 

“It g-g-gives witches a nice alabaster g-g-glow,” Beebee said. 

“Be careful you don’t get a moonburn,” Sprout advised. “The last time I 
got one, I glowed in the dark for three weeks.” 

Pip quickly retrieved the bottle of moonscreen and applied another layer 
to her skin. 

Suddenly, their peaceful night was interrupted by a boom in the distance. 
The witches sat up on the tombs and looked at the horizon. Racing toward 
the manor at lightning speed were four unicorns with silver horns and 


magenta manes. The majestic steeds pulled a golden carriage behind them, 
and they galloped faster and faster as they approached Ravencrest’s iron 
fence. The unicorns smashed into the gate horns first, and it burst open, 
snapping the chains that kept it locked. Brick and Stone were knocked off 
the top of the fence, and they hit the ground with two loud thumps. 

As the golden carriage entered the property, the gargoyles leaped back to 
their feet and charged after the intruders. Emerelda leaned out the carriage 
window, and with one snap, Brick and Stone turned into emerald statues 
and froze in their tracks. After the gargoyles were stopped, a dozen trees 
pulled themselves out of the dirt and chased the trespassing carriage. 
Xanthous hopped outside the vehicle, and the flames on his head and 
shoulders rose several feet. One look at the fiery boy, and the trees backed 
away. 

Stitches, Beebee, Sprout, and Pip were intrigued by the dramatic 
entrance. The unicorns parked the golden carriage in front of the witches, 
and Lucy, Emerelda, Tangerina, and Skylene rushed out of the vehicle. 
Xanthous ran up to join them. The fairies’ first glance at the dreary manor 
gave them the creeps and they huddled closely together. 

“So this is the Ravencrest School of Witchcraft,” Tangerina said. 

“Tt’s like a living nightmare,” Skylene said. 

“Thank you!” Stitches said with an appreciative grin. 

“Lucy, what are the fairies doing here>?” Pip asked. “I thought you left to 
find your swans a new home.” 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah—they’re living the dream,” she said. “Where’s 
Mistress Mara?” 

Lucy’s sense of urgency concerned the witches. 

“We d-d-don’t know,” Beebee said. “Sh-sh-she left this evening.” 

“Why? Where’s the fire?” Sprout asked. “You know, besides the boy 
who’s literally on fire behind you.” 

Lucy groaned—she didn’t have time to break the news gently. 

“Girls, what I’m about to say is going to be difficult to hear,” she said. 
“You’re going to feel hurt, betrayed, and it’s going to turn your whole world 
upside down!” 

“Can’t wait!” Stitches said. 

“Mistress Mara didn’t open Ravencrest to teach witchcraft—she was 
using it to find a host for a horrible curse!” Lucy declared. “She and the 


Horned One have been secretly plotting to kill the Fairy Godmother and 
seek revenge on mankind! She used the Enrollment Ceremony to curse me 
with something called a Shadow Beast—it’s an entity that boosts a witch’s 
abilities for a single enchantment! A Shadow Beast grows inside a host like 
a parasite, and if the fairies hadn’t helped me remove it, the curse would 
have killed me!” 

“W-w-what?!” Beebee said. 

“You can’t be serious!” Sprout said. 

“Mistress Mara would never hurt a student!” Stitches said. “Curse one 
for a hundred years? Absolutely! But hurt one? Never!” 

“For once, Lucy isn’t exaggerating!” Emerelda said. 

“We witnessed the whole thing!” Xanthous said. 

“And I can prove it!” Lucy said. “Obviously, Mistress Mara hasn’t 
turned me into a lynx—but if we went into her study, I bet we’d find a 
Curse Counter with my face on it!” 

Without wasting another moment, Lucy dashed toward the manor, and 
the witches and fairies followed her inside. She hurried up the grand 
Staircase and led everyone to the tall hallway on the seventh and a half 
floor. Lucy moved the scaly armchair from the corner and placed it under 
the door of Mistress Mara’s study. She used the chair to climb into the 
doorway, but when she turned back, the witches were too afraid to join her. 

“Come on!” Lucy said. “What are you waiting for?” 

“We’re not g-g-going in there,” Beebee said. 

“What if Mistress Mara comes back and catches us?” Sprout asked. 

“I don’t want to be turned into a lynx,” Stitches said. “Not yet.” 

Lucy groaned. “Okay, fine—I’ll go in by myself,” she said. “Everybody 
wait here.” 

She proceeded into the study on her own and headed directly into the 
closet of jack-o’-lanterns. Lucy searched the shelves and it didn’t take long 
to find a pumpkin with her defiant expression staring back at her. She 
quickly removed the jack-o’-lantern from the shelf to show the others, but 
as Lucy headed out of the closet, something peculiar caught her eye. 

Lucy passed a pair of jack-o’-lanterns with the faces of a refined couple. 
The man had a wooden pipe in his mouth, fuzzy muttonchops covered the 
majority of his face, and a monocle was placed over his left eye. The 
woman’s hair was styled into two buns that resembled horns, a pearl 


necklace was wrapped around her neck, and she had inquisitive eyes. Lucy 
was certain she recognized the couple—she couldn’t recall from when or 
where, but she had definitely seen the woman’s unique eyes in person. 

Suddenly, the sound of a creaking floorboard came from inside the 
study. Lucy cautiously peered out of the closet and was relieved to see it 
was just the invisible butler. He was joined by Old Billie, who glared at 
Lucy from the wall behind the servant. As Lucy gazed into the illustration’s 
inquisitive eyes, it slowly dawned on her why she recognized the couple in 
the closet. 

“Wait a second,” she said. “The people on those pumpkins—they’ re you, 
aren’t they?” 

Old Billie nodded and the invisible butler’s monocle bobbed up and 
down in the space above his collar. Lucy glanced back at the jack-o’- 
lanterns and noticed that a pendant with the letter R was attached to the 
woman’s pearl necklace and that the man’s wooden pipe was also engraved 
with the letter R. Lucy could tell the letter was significant to the couple, and 
she scrunched her forehead as she tried to think of the reason. 

“Holy whodunit!” she exclaimed. “You guys are Lord and Lady 
Ravencrest! This house wasn’t a generous donation like Mistress Mara said 
it was—she cursed you and then stole it!” 

Once again, the goat and the invisible butler nodded. 

“So that’s why Old Billie led me to this study,” Lucy said to herself. 
“She wanted me to know Mistress Mara had cursed her and stolen her 
home. And on the night I got lost, I thought the manor itself was playing 
tricks on me, but the butler was opening and shutting all those doors! I just 
didn’t see him because he’s invisible! He purposely guided me to the 
hallway so I would hear Mistress Mara and the Horned One’s conversation! 
That also means he was naked while he was doing it, but Pll save that 
concern for another time.” 

Lucy thought she had figured everything out, but based on the couple’s 
somber body language, she realized there was more to the story. Old Billie’s 
gaze drifted past Lucy, and the butler raised his cuff link, both gesturing to 
something behind her. Lucy turned around, and in the very back of the 
closet, she saw a jack-o’-lantern that had been placed on its own shelf—it 
was the pumpkin she had discovered during her first visit to the study. Lucy 
had trouble recognizing the carving at first, but now that she was looking at 


it with fresh eyes, it suddenly hit her. 

“Oh my God!” she gasped. “It’s Brystal!” 

Lucy grabbed Brystal’s jack-o’-lantern and bolted back to the hallway. 

“You guys aren’t going to believe what I just found!” she announced. 

Lucy tossed the pumpkin to Tangerina and Skylene. The girls inspected 
the carving and then shot her a dirty look. 

“Nice try, Lucy, but the witches aren’t going to fall for this,” Tangerina 
said. 

“Yeah, this pumpkin is way too pretty to be you,” Skylene said. 

“No—that’s not mine—this is mine!” Lucy said. 

She tossed the other pumpkin to Stitches and Sprout. Lucy’s likeness 
was unmistakable and proof that Mistress Mara had cursed her. The witches 
moaned like their favorite sports team had lost a game. 

“Looks like Lucy’s telling the truth,” Stitches said. “Check the Mara 
pool. Who had ‘kill the Fairy Godmother and seek revenge on mankind’?” 

Sprout pulled a rolled-up piece of paper out of her bushy hair and read 
from it. 

“Let’s see, I had ‘plague the world with exploding bats,’ Stitches had 
‘fill all the rivers with blood and guts,’ and Beebee had ‘kill a diplomat and 
seek revenge on mankind,’” she said. “Beebee’s was the closest—she wins 
again!” 

“Aw, man!” Stitches griped. “How does she win everything?” 

“T was b-b-born lucky,” Beebee boasted. “You know the d-d-drill. Give 
me your m-m-money, witches!” 

Stitches and Sprout each begrudgingly handed Beebee a couple of gold 
coins. The fairies couldn’t believe the witches had made a game out of it. 

“Wait, you knew Mistress Mara was plotting something?” Emerelda 
asked. 

“And you made bets on it?” Xanthous asked. 

Stitches shrugged. “We knew she didn’t open Ravencrest out of the 
goodness of her heart,” she said. “Witches never help anyone but 
themselves.” 

Lucy put two fingers in her mouth and whistled to get everyone’s 
attention. 

“You guys are missing the important part!” she exclaimed. “Look at the 
other pumpkin! Recognize the carving? Mistress Mara didn’t just curse me 


—she put a curse on Brystal, too! I found that jack-o’-lantern three days 
ago but I didn’t realize it was her!” 

“But how did she curse her?” Skylene asked. “Brystal doesn’t look any 
different.” 

“Curses don’t always affect someone’s appearance,” Lucy said. 
“Sometimes they can disturb a person’s health, or their stamina, or their—” 

“Mood?” Tangerina asked. 

The fairies rolled their eyes at her remark. 

“What?” Tangerina asked defensively. “I’m not trying to be judgmental, 
but Brystal’s been in a bad mood for weeks.” 

Everyone went silent as they thought about what Tangerina had said. 
Brystal’s recent behavior had been extremely out of character—they knew 
something had to have been causing her recent mood swings, but they 
would never have imagined a curse could be the culprit. 

“Actually, I think Tangerina’s on to something,” Xanthous said. “If 
Mistress Mara wanted to kill Brystal, she’d want her to be as vulnerable as 
possible when she did. Maybe she thought cursing Brystal mentally would 
be more effective than cursing her physically?” 

“So that’s why she was so unhappy,” Pip said. “Just before I left the 
academy, Brystal told me she was feeling really negative but couldn’t 
explain where it was coming from.” 

“Well, now we know,” Lucy said. “Brystal has always been so good 
about hiding her feelings. Remember last year? Brystal knew about the 
Snow Queen for weeks before we did, and we were completely oblivious. 
She bottled up all her fear and anxiety to spare us from being as worried as 
she was. The fact that we’ve even noticed Brystal’s behavior just shows 
how miserable she must be! And I’m sure all the stuff with the Three 
Thirty-Three has only made it worse!” 

The comment triggered Emerelda’s memory and she suddenly gasped. 

“What’s wrong, Em?” Xanthous asked. 

“Earlier this evening Brystal asked me to take over the academy if 
anything happened to her,” Emerelda said. “I thought she was just tired—I 
told her we would talk more after she had time to rest—but now I think she 
might have been planning something! When I returned to her office, she 
had left her wand and a note behind—but I haven’t had a chance to read it 
yet!” 


“Do you have it with you?” Skylene asked. 
Emerelda retrieved the note from her pocket and read it aloud: 


“Dear Emerelda, 


“By the time you read this, I'll have surrendered myself 
to the Three Thirty-Three, and you'll be the new Fairy 
Godmother. This may seem like a drastic decision, but | 
promise you, it’s our best shot at defeating them.” 


“No!” Skylene said. 

“She couldn’t have!” Xanthous said. 

“Why would she surrender to them?!” Tangerina said. 

“Because her mind isn’t working like it should!” Lucy said. “What else 
does it say, Em?” 


“Before | leave, it’s important | pass along all the 
information I’ve learned about the Three Thirty-Three so 
you're prepared. 

“The Three Thirty-Three call themselves the Righteous 
Brotherhood and they consist of exactly three hundred and 
thirty-three clansmen. The roles have been passed down 
from father to eldest son in three hundred and thirty-three 
families in the Southern Kingdom. Each clansman has 
devoted his entire existence—life and whatever comes 
afterward—to upholding something known as the Righteous 
Philosophy. They believe the world can only function properly 
if mankind is in control, and if men are in control of mankind. 
Over the centuries, the Brotherhood have successfully 
applied their oppressive philosophy to the laws of the 
Southern Kingdom, and they’ve eliminated any group that 
stands in their way. 

“The Brotherhood operates from a fortress on the shore 
of the South Sea. Their weapons are made from a material 
called bloodstone, but no one knows where the material 


came from or why it defies magic. The clan is currently being 
commanded by a man they call the Righteous King, and he 
wears a suit made entirely out of bloodstone with a matching 
mask that’s shaped like a ram’s skull.” 


“What a coincidence,” Sprout said. “That sounds exactly like the outfit 
the Horned One wears. You think they shop at the same stores?” 

Lucy rolled her eyes. “That cant be a coincidence!” she said. 
“Obviously, the Horned One is the Righteous King!” 

“But that doesn’t make any sense,” Pip said. “That would mean Mistress 
Mara is working with the Righteous Brotherhood!” 

“Actually, it makes perfect sense,” Lucy said. “When I was in show 
business, we used to have a phrase, ‘The enemy of my enemy is the only 
safe understudy.’ It means people can look past their differences and work 
together as long as they share a common interest. And in this case, killing 
Brystal is their common interest!” 

“Beebee, what do you think?” Stitches asked. “You’re right about 
everything.” 

“T bet he’s b-b-backstabbing everyone in a barbaric quest for p-p-power 
to fill a deep-seated v-v-void caused by a lonely and loveless ch-ch- 
childhood,” Beebee said. 

The fairies’ eyes went wide. 

“Well, case closed,” Lucy said. “Keeping reading, Em.” 


“Don't let the Righteous King fool you, he’s actually King 
Champion xXIV’s son, Maximus, in disguise. Maximus has 
recently framed me for the murder of his father to tarnish my 
name and turn people against the magical community. 
However, the sooner | disassociate myself from the fairies, 
the less damage he can do, so I’ve decided to surrender 
willingly and hopefully salvage what’s left of the fairies’ 
reputation. 

“Once I’m gone, the Brotherhood plans to wage war on 
the magical community. Right now, the clan are convinced 
that fairies and witches will be weaker without me, but | know 


my absence will only make them stronger. I’ve made so many 
mistakes recently, | know they'll be better off without me— 
you'll lead the magical community in ways | never could. 

“I apologize for how abrupt my departure is and hope 
you'll learn to forgive me one day. | must reiterate, this is the 
only way the magical community can win the war against the 
Righteous Brotherhood. 


“Please take care of yourself and keep everyone safe, 
Brystal 


“PS—While you keep track of the Righteous Brotherhood, it’s 
important to keep an eye on the globe in the office. The Snow 
Queen is trapped in a cavern deep below the Northern 
Mountains. As long as the northern lights are shining in the 
sky, the Snow Queen remains a prisoner, but if the lights ever 
fade from view, it means she’s escaped. 

“I wish | had more time to explain, but if you ever need 
advice or guidance, find the cavern in the mountains. Part of 
Madame Weatherberry still exists within the Snow Queen 
and she can help you.” 


The whole letter was shocking, but Brystal’s last line about Madame 
Weatherberry was the most shocking of all. The fairies expected Brystal to 
say she was kidding in the next passage—but there was nothing left for 
Emerelda to read. 

“She’s not serious,” Skylene said. “Is she?” 

“Of course not,” Tangerina said. 

“This is the curse talking—it’s made her delusional,” Xanthous said. 

“Exactly—she doesn’t know what she’s saying,” Emerelda said. “Even 
if part of Madame Weatherberry was alive, why would she exist within the 
Snow Queen?” 

Lucy cringed and let out a deep sigh, already regretting what she was 
about to say. 


“Because Madame Weatherberry is the Snow Queen,” she confessed. 

The fairies glared at Lucy like she had said something horribly 
offensive. 

“Shame on you, Lucy!” Skylene said. 

“Why would you say such a nasty thing?” Tangerina asked. 

“Madame Weatherberry gave us everything we have!” Xanthous said. 
“How could you be so disrespectful?” 

“Pm telling you the truth—I saw her with my own eyes,” Lucy said. 
“Madame Weatherberry thought the only way we could get mankind’s 
approval was by giving mankind a problem that only we could solve. She 
turned herself into a monster so we could be heroes and win the world’s 
affection. That’s why I went to Ravencrest for a couple of days—I was 
furious with Brystal for not being honest with me.” 

“Then why weren’t you honest with us?” Emerelda said. “Why did you 
run to Ravencrest instead of telling us the truth?” 

Lucy took a moment to think about it, and the answer surprised her. 

“T guess for the same reasons Brystal kept it from me,” she said. “When 
I found out the truth, I was devastated. It felt like everything Madame 
Weatherberry had taught me was a lie, and it made me question my 
relationship with magic. I didn’t want you guys to go through all that, so I 
thought I was doing the right thing by keeping it to myself. I’m sorry.” 

The fairies stared off into space and quietly shook their heads. They 
didn’t want to believe a word of it, but they knew Lucy was telling the 
truth. Tears came to their eyes as they were bombarded with heartbreak, 
anger, and a sense of betrayal all at once. 

“T know exactly how you feel, but don’t make the same mistake I did,” 
Lucy said. “Instead of blaming Madame Weatherberry, I lashed out at 
Brystal—I didn’t understand what an impossible situation she was put in! 
Living with such a big secret had to have been torture, but she sacrificed her 
own peace of mind to protect ours. Even while a curse was making her 
miserable, Brystal never stopped putting us first! And now she’s in trouble 
and needs our help! So are we going to stand around licking our wounds, or 
are we going to save her?” 

Lucy’s message was more profound than even Lucy was expecting, and 
the fairies didn’t know how to respond. They looked to one another for 
reassurance, but deep down, they were all thinking the same thing. Brystal 


would never abandon them in their hour of need—and they weren’t going to 
lose her without a fight. 

“Of course we’re going to save her,” Tangerina said. “You really think 
we'd just leave her to die?” 

“What are we? Witches?” Skylene said. “Oh, sorry! I forgot where I 
was.” 

“Compliment accepted!” Stitches said with a wink. 

“But how do we know Brystal’s still alive?” Emerelda asked. “Does 
Ravencrest have a Map of Magic we could check before we leave?” 

Lucy held up Brystal’s pumpkin and peeked inside it. 

“We don’t need a Map of Magic,” she said. “The candle in her jack-o’- 
lantern is fading, but it’s lit! That means her curse is still active, which 
means she must be alive!” 

Emerelda sighed and caressed the pumpkin like it was the real Brystal. 

“Hang in there, girl,” she said. “Help is on the way.” 

“We’ve got to act fast,” Xanthous said. “Brystal surrendered hours ago. 
She could be anywhere by now!” 

“I bet the Brotherhood took her to a secret lair inside a volcano!” 
Stitches said. 

“I bet they put her in a hot-air balloon a thousand miles above the 
earth!” Sprout said. 

“T b-b-bet they took her to their f-f-fortress by the sea,” Beebee said. 

“In that case, we’re definitely going to the fortress,’ Lucy told the 
others. 

“Pm coming with you!” Pip announced. “Brystal tried to warn me about 
Mistress Mara, but I didn’t listen. If I don’t make it up to her somehow, I’ ll 
never forgive myself.” 

Lucy was grateful for her support, but the fairies needed a lot more than 
Pip to stand a chance against the Brotherhood. She turned toward Stitches, 
Beebee, and Sprout with large, pleading eyes. 

“The Brotherhood is really dangerous,” she said. “They outnumber us 
by hundreds and they have weapons that defy magic. I know witches are 
supposed to think only about themselves, but if you could find it in your 
dark hearts to help us, we could really use you.” 

The witches scratched their chins as they considered her request. 

“How dangerous will it be?” Stitches asked. 


“Extremely,” Lucy said. 

“Will there be violence?” Sprout asked. 

“Definitely.” 

“And c-c-casualties?” Beebee asked. 

“Most likely.” 

The witches smirked at Lucy and cackled with excitement. 
“Say no more,” Stitches said. “You had us at dangerous.” 





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


A DEAL WITH DEATH 


Byystal opened her eyes.... 


It was like waking from a deep sleep, but not a sleep she had 
experienced before.... She wasn’t tired or groggy, but surprisingly rested 
and alert.... Her body wasn’t stiff or sore, but unusually relaxed and limber. 
... She didn’t feel anxious or gloomy, but unexpectedly calm and collected. 
... The temperature wasn’t too warm or too cold, just comfortable.... 

Everything was so comfortable.... And it was a nice change.... 

Strangely, when Brystal awoke, she was already on her feet. She stood 
in the middle of a gray field with a perfectly smooth surface. She was 
facing a magnificent white tree that was engraved with the name Brystal. A 
silver clock was embedded in the center of its trunk, and the hands had 
stopped turning at 3:33. Brystal heard ticking, and when she gazed up, she 
saw thousands of pocket watches hanging from the branches on glittering 
silver chains. 

The field stretched for miles around her and was home to dozens of 
other white trees, but none of them had as many pocket watches as the tree 
with Brystal’s name. In fact, most of the other trees’ branches were bare. 

As Brystal gazed across the land, she noticed a bright sun hovering over 
the horizon to her right and a massive full moon hovering over the horizon 
to her left. Between them was the most spectacular sky she had ever seen. 
There were hundreds of orbiting planets, thousands of spiraling galaxies, 
and millions of twinkling stars. Everything was so vivid, the entire universe 
seemed within reach, and each of the celestial bodies gave off a hypnotic 
chime—Brystal could hear the stars as much as she could see them. Brystal 


hadn’t known such dazzling colors and such soothing sounds existed, and 
she couldn’t think of words to describe all the beauty above her. 

Brystal wandered through the field, exploring the peculiar place. 
Something felt oddly familiar about the strange land—like part of her had 
always been there. She wasn’t worried or scared as she walked around 
because, for reasons unknown to her, Brystal knew she was perfectly safe. 

All the trees stood at different heights and each of them was engraved 
with a different name. Their trunks were also embedded with silver clocks, 
but unlike the clock on Brystal’s tree, the others were working and turning 
at unique speeds. Some of the names she recognized, like Lucy, Barrie, 
Emerelda, Xanthous, and Celeste—but there were engravings she didn’t 
recognize, like John, Lloyd, Alex, Conner, and Ezmia. Curiously, the 
mysterious names belonged to smaller trees that hadn’t been planted, and 
their clocks were frozen at 12:00, as if their time hadn’t started yet. 

As she continued through the field, Brystal spotted someone moving 
nearby. She walked toward the stranger and saw that it was Mistress Mara. 
The witch was aggressively pacing and her face was tense with worry. She 
was deep in thought and didn’t look up as Brystal approached. After the 
events in the fortress, Brystal had a million concerns of her own, but the 
most important question escaped her lips. 

“Are we dead?” Brystal asked. 

“Not yet,” the witch said. 

Mistress Mara never stopped pacing and kept her eyes on the ground. 

“Then what are we doing here? What is this place?” 

“We’re waiting, obviously,” she said. “This is the space between life and 
the other side.” 

Mistress Mara gestured toward the sun and the moon, and suddenly, 
Brystal realized they weren’t what she had originally thought. What she had 
mistaken for a full moon was actually the world, and what she had mistaken 
for the sun was actually a bright light shining from somewhere beyond the 
universe. Brystal wasn’t standing on a field attached to a planet but a strip 
of land that was floating freely through the cosmos. 

“What are these trees?” she asked. “Why are there names and clocks on 
them?” 

The witch groaned as if she had more pressing matters to think about. 

“Each tree represents a person you’ve encountered or a person you will 


encounter if you survive,” Mistress Mara explained. “The clocks represent 
the time each person has left on earth. They spin at different speeds 
because, well, time is relative. Some people need decades to live a fulfilling 
life, while others can achieve one within minutes.” 

“Still, it seems unfair that some people have more time than others,” 
Brystal said. 

“Everything seems unfair when you measure it with the wrong tools,” 
Mistress Mara said. “Life isn’t supposed to be measured by time, by luck, 
or by privilege. Life is supposed to be measured by purpose. Everyone is 
born with a purpose—whether they choose to believe it or not. Some are 
meant to learn lessons, some are meant to teach them, while others are 
simply meant to observe. Naturally, a lot of people resent life when their 
purpose isn’t easy or when it doesn’t match their hopes and dreams, but no 
one leaves the world without completing exactly what they were meant to 
do. That’s the rule of life.” 

“And what about the watches?” she asked. “Why are there so many on 
my tree?” 

“The watches represent the lives you’ve saved,” the witch said. 
“Sometime, somewhere, those people became lost—their trees were 
unrooted, so to speak. But because of something you said or did, they found 
the strength to keep ticking. Even though your clock has stopped, your tree 
will never stop growing because of the lives you’ ve touched.” 

Brystal glanced back at her tree and was amazed that each of the ticking 
watches symbolized a person with a beating heart. She knew people liked 
her, but Brystal didn’t know she mattered so much to so many people. It 
made her ashamed of surrendering to the Brotherhood and giving up her life 
so willingly. 

Mistress Mara was surprisingly insightful about the space between life 
and death, and Brystal became curious as to why she was so knowledgeable. 
But before she could inquire any further, the witch became lost in her own 
thoughts and began muttering to herself. 

“I was such an idiot!” Mistress Mara roared. “Seven never cared about 
anything but power! I should have known better! I should have seen it 
coming! But I was so distracted by vengeance I flew right into his trap like 
a moth to a flame!” 

Brystal sighed with disappointment. “I’m partially to blame,” she said. 


“Somehow, he knew exactly what to say, exactly when I needed to hear it, 
and I fell for every word.” 

“Yes, but you were cursed,” the witch said. “There was no excuse for my 
stupidity.” 

Brystal did a double take—she was certain she had misheard her. 

“Excuse me?” she asked. “What do you mean I was cursed?” 

For the first time, Mistress Mara stopped pacing and looked Brystal 
directly in the eye. 

“Have you noticed any changes lately?” the witch asked. “Have your 
thoughts and feelings been unexplainably negative? Have you been 
distancing yourself from the people you love? Has every problem seemed 
impossible to solve? Has your self-confidence been replaced by self-hate 
and self-scrutiny? Have you convinced yourself that you’re nothing but a 
failure and that the world would be better off without you?” 

Brystal couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She had never felt more 
exposed in her entire life and slowly backed away from the witch. 

“How—How—How did you know?” she gasped. 

“Because I’m the one who turned your mind against you,” Mistress 
Mara confessed. 

“But—But—But why?” 

“If you knew we were planning to seek revenge on mankind, you would 
have stopped us! We had to make you as weak and vulnerable as possible so 
we could succeed.” 

“Are you crazy? This is the first time witches and fairies have been safe 
and respected by mankind in six hundred years! Why would you jeopardize 
that?” 

Mistress Mara scoffed at her and continued pacing. 

“It’s complicated—you haven’t lived long enough to understand,” the 
witch said. 

“And who’s fault is that?!” Brystal exclaimed. “Thanks to you, I’m 
stuck somewhere between life and death! The least you could do is explain 
yourself!” 

Mistress Mara tried to walk away but Brystal followed her. The witch 
rolled her eyes and let out a reluctant sigh. 

“Fine,” she moaned. “Are you familiar with the story of the Daughter of 
Death?” 


The phrase rang a bell, and Brystal recalled reading a book that 
mentioned it. 

“Its a legend, isn’t it?” she asked. “Death sent his daughter to earth, 
hoping the separation would help him understand human grief. 
Unfortunately for him, she found a way to stay on earth and live forever. 
The two never reunited and Death entered a state of eternal mourning.” 

Mistress Mara gazed at the world with a heavy heart. 

“Can you blame me?” she said. “Who wouldn’t want to live forever if 
they could? There’s music and food and weather and love and laughter—I 
was addicted to life from the moment I arrived. Most children like to defy 
their parents when they’re young, and what could be more defiant to Death 
than a daughter who loved living?” 

Brystal assumed the witch was joking and laughed at the remarks. 
Mistress Mara turned to her with a very grave expression—she wasn't 
kidding. 

“You’re being serious,” Brystal said, and her eyes grew wide. “I suppose 
it makes sense. Who else could kill people with just their touch? And who 
else would know so much about this place?” 

Mistress Mara nodded. “This place has changed over time,” she said. 
“All the clocks used to move at the same speed. Before my father sent me 
into the world, every soul was given a hundred years to live. But when he 
lost me, he decided to change the rules of death. Instead of monitoring 
people’s time, my father started collecting souls after their purpose was 
complete. Since my purpose was to make Death feel grief, and since that 
purpose was accomplished, he thought the new rules would unite us. 
However, when my father created me, he didn’t realize I had inherited so 
many of his traits. Death is timeless and his purpose is eternal—he’s the 
one thing in existence that can’t be killed. And no matter how many times 
he tried to take my life, I couldn’t die.” 

“Wait a second,” Brystal said. “I heard a rumor that bloodstone came 
from Death—but it’s not a rumor, is it? He created it for you!” 

“Bloodstone, disease, disaster, violence, starvation, plague—anything 
that can end a life was invented for me,” Mistress Mara said. “It seems like 
such a ghastly relationship, but it’s actually quite charming when you think 
about it. A lot of parents do drastic things to reunite with their children.” 

“Pm confused,” Brystal said. “What does being the Daughter of Death 


have to do with seeking revenge on mankind?” 

“T’ve been around a very long time, and the hardest part about living 
forever is losing the people I love,” Mistress Mara said. “But when those 
people were taken from me in vain, and that savagery went unpunished, the 
pain never went away. For thousands of years I’ve watched mankind 
slaughter witches and fairies without consequence, losing friend after 
friend, and lover after lover. When you legalized magic, you secured peace 
and acceptance for the magical community, but it didn’t erase the crimes 
committed against us. So when Seven presented me with a chance to 
avenge the people I had lost, I had to accept it. 

“Seven told me his parents were killed by an angry mob, and as a result, 
he had developed a hatred for humanity that was equal to mine. He said he 
wanted to create a Righteous Army of the Dead and finally hold mankind 
responsible. But first, he needed a witch who was willing to partner with 
him, and like a fool, I believed his intentions were genuine. I opened the 
Ravencrest School of Witchcraft to produce a Shadow Beast powerful 
enough to raise the clansmen from the dead. Then I cursed your mind to 
feel constant misery, but with one very important exception—the curse was 
temporarily suspended whenever you were in Seven’s presence. We knew 
you’d interpret the breaks as fondness for him, that you’d undoubtedly 
become attached to him, and you’d never suspect he was deceiving you.” 

Had Brystal been on earth, the revelation would have made her sick to 
her stomach. She was furious at Mistress Mara for inflicting such a cruel 
and manipulative curse on her, but in many ways, Brystal was extremely 
relieved. Her recent thoughts, feelings, and poor judgment weren’t her fault 
—learning that it was all due to a curse made Brystal’s shame fade away 
and her self-confidence return. 

“If you can’t die, then why are you here?” Brystal asked. “Why aren’t 
you back on earth trying to stop him?” 

“Because I cant stop him,” Mistress Mara said. “Seven was honest 
about one thing—he and I are equally hateful. And you don’t fight fire by 
adding more fire. To defeat the Righteous Army of the Dead, the world will 
need someone to unite them like they’ve never been united before. They’ ll 
have to convince mankind, the fairies, the witches, and the talking creatures 
to work together. And there’s only one person I know of who’s capable of 
that.” 


“Me?” Brystal asked. “But what if I don’t survive?” 

“That’s why I’m here,” the witch said. “I have to ensure you don’t cross 
over. And I’m willing to negotiate whatever it takes.” 

Before Brystal had a chance to ask another question, the gray field was 
suddenly engulfed by an enormous eclipse. Mistress Mara eyed the 
darkness with suspense. 

“He’s here,” the witch said. 

“Who?” 

“My father.” 

The eclipse started to recede and the shade collected into a single 
shadow across the field. The shadow rose off the ground, gaining dimension 
and texture as it grew, and transformed into a man who was ten feet tall. His 
face and body were completely hidden under a pitch-black cloak made from 
darkness itself. Brystal’s first sight of Death should have been frightening, 
but she didn’t feel an ounce of fear as she gazed at him. On the contrary, it 
was like seeing the ship home after a very, very long voyage. 

“Hello, Father,” Mistress Mara said with a warm smile. “It’s good to see 
you again.” 

Even though he didn’t say a word or move a muscle, Brystal could sense 
thousands of years’ worth of tension between the two. Death ignored his 
daughter’s greeting and walked toward Brystal at a determined pace. The 
witch stepped between them, placing herself in her father’s path. 

“She shouldn’t be here,” Mistress Mara said. “Her purpose is only 
beginning.” 

Death acted as if he couldn’t hear his daughter and kept moving closer. 

“You need her alive as much as the world does,” the witch said. “Death 
is an essential part of life—it’s what makes people appreciate living—but 
you forget that life is an essential part of you. If you don’t send her back to 
earth, the Righteous Army of the Dead will destroy so many lives, you’ll 
become irrelevant.” 

Death wasn’t concerned and proceeded forward. 

“I made a mistake,” Mistress Mara said. “Someone used my emotions to 
play me like a fiddle, and I gave them everything they wanted. But if 
memory serves me correctly, you made a very similar mistake once. 
Someone blinded you with desire and tricked you into giving them 
something you regret very much—something that still haunts you to this 


day. Perhaps if you send Brystal back to earth, she can fix both of our 
mistakes?” 

Brystal had no idea what Mistress Mara was talking about. What sort of 
mistake had Death made? However, she could tell the witch was getting her 
father’s attention, because his pace started to slow down. When Death was 
just a few feet away from Brystal, Mistress Mara took a deep breath and 
offered her father something she knew he wouldn’t refuse. 

“Tf you send her back, I’ll take her place,” she said. 

Death suddenly stopped. He and his daughter glared at each other in 
silence, as if they were communicating telepathically. After a few moments, 
Mistress Mara nodded, like they had reached an agreement. 

“Very well,” the witch said. 

“What’s happening?” Brystal whispered. 

“He’s made us a counteroffer,” Mistress Mara said. “If I take your place, 
my father will send you back to earth on one condition—you must fix his 
greatest regret.” 

“What kind of regret?” she asked. 

“Many centuries ago, my father was deceived by a woman,” Mistress 
Mara said. “The woman claimed she could kill me with an enchantment 
from an ancient spell book. The enchantment was as old as the earth, and 
Death had forgotten such a thing existed. In return for her help, the woman 
asked my father for immortality. By then my father was so desperate to 
have me back he accepted her proposal with no questions asked. 
Unfortunately, the moment he granted the woman immortality, she 
disappeared without a trace and never fulfilled her end of the bargain. This 
woman—this Immortal—still roams the earth, making a mockery of 
everything life and death stand for. If you agree to find and terminate the 
Immortal, my father will send you back to earth.” 

“But how do I kill the Immortal?” Brystal asked. 

“With the same enchantment she intended for me,” Mistress Mara said. 
“My father will give you one year to locate and kill the Immortal. But if 
you haven’t completed the task by then, the agreement will expire and your 
life will end.” 

Brystal went quiet as she considered Death’s offer. It was a huge 
commitment to make, but what choice did she have? She would have given 
anything for another chance to stop Seven and the Righteous Army of the 


Dead. 

“This enchantment—if it’s powerful enough to kill the Immortal, could 
it destroy the Army of the Dead, too?” Brystal asked. 

Mistress Mara turned to her father, and Death slowly nodded. 

“All right then,” Brystal said. “I agree.” 

“Then its settled,” Mistress Mara said. “Congratulations, Miss 
Evergreen, you’ve just made a deal with Death.” 

Suddenly, Brystal was distracted by the sound of ticking. It was louder 
than all the clocks in the field put together. When Brystal looked toward the 
noise, she saw that the clock on her tree had restarted. As soon as she laid 
eyes on it, Brystal was unexpectedly propelled backward. She rose off the 
ground and flew through the air as an invisible force pulled her back to the 
earth. Brystal grabbed hold of a tree branch as she ascended, desperate to 
ask one more question before she returned to life. 

“Wait!” she cried. “What about the curse? How do I break it?” 

“There’s only one way to break a curse of the mind,” Mistress Mara 
said. 

“What?!” 

“With the mind itself.” 

Brystal held on to the branch with all her might, expecting the witch to 
give her more information, but that was all Mistress Mara said. The 
Daughter of Death linked arms with her father and rested her head on his 
shoulder. He walked her into the horizon and the two disappeared into the 
bright light of the other side—reunited at last. 

The branch slipped out of Brystal’s grip.... She flew far away from the 
field and soared through the universe.... All the colorful planets and 
galaxies whirled around her.... Brystal started to lose consciousness as she 
was pulled faster and faster back to earth.... And all the stars faded from 
sight.... 





CHAPTER NINETEEN 


THE MIND ITSELF 


Byystal opened her eyes.... 


It was like waking from the worst sleep of her life.... She was so 
exhausted she could feel it in her bones.... Her head was pounding and 
every muscle in her body ached.... The ocean air was freezing, but she was 
too weak to shiver.... 

Brystal awoke to the sound of marching boots and clanking armor. As 
her eyes adjusted, she noticed there were four dirt walls surrounding her. 
Brystal looked around and discovered she was lying at the bottom of a deep 
grave. She could see the fortress’s towers stretching into the sky above her 
and realized she was still somewhere in the courtyard. She heard the living 
and deceased clansmen moving near the surface, following the commands 
of their Righteous King. 

“Make sure we clear out the arsenal—don’t leave a single piece of 
bloodstone behind,” Seven ordered. “After tonight there’ll be no need to 
return to this miserable place ever again. And make it quick—I want to get 
to Chariot Hills by sunrise!” 

Brystal didn’t know how or why she was still alive. The last thing she 
remembered was her slow death on the platform. As she pondered the 
mystery, she heard the sound of ticking coming from somewhere inside the 
grave. Brystal found a silver pocket watch that she had never seen before 
clipped to the waist of her pantsuit. Her name was engraved on the back of 
it, and curiously, instead of twelve hours, the watch was counting down 
twelve months. 

The pocket watch triggered Brystal’s memory and she suddenly recalled 


her time in the gray field. She might have thought it was just a dream, but 
the watch was proof it had actually happened. Brystal had made a deal with 
Death, and the watch was a reminder of their bargain. She had exactly one 
year to find and kill the Immortal with an ancient enchantment, and if time 
permitted, she could use the same enchantment to destroy the Righteous 
Army of the Dead. However, none of it would happen if Brystal didn’t 
survive the fortress first. 

She inspected the dirt walls and didn’t know how she’d get out of the 
grave without her wand. Brystal was in so much pain she could barely sit 
up, let alone climb. 


Don’t even bother.... 

Yov’ll never escape.... 

The walls are too tall to climb.... 
You’re going to die down here.... 


You deserve to die down here. 


For a moment, Brystal thought the disparaging thoughts were right. She 
was so eager to return to life, but now that she was back in her life, her deal 
with Death seemed pointless. Mistress Mara’s curse made her so 
emotionally and physically depleted she didn’t have the energy or the 
willpower to keep going. 


That’s it.... 
There’s no reason to continue.... 
There’s no reason to keep fighting.... 


There’s nothing to live for anymore.... 


So don’t. 


As she sat in her grave, wounded and heartbroken, the ticking watch 
reminded Brystal of the space between life and death. She visualized the 
stars and planets in the sky, the smooth surface of the gray field, and the 
beautiful white trees. Brystal remembered all the pocket watches hanging 
from her branches and how each of them represented a living and breathing 
person. She thought about all the souls she had saved, all the lives she had 
helped, and all the people she had encouraged. It made her think about all 
the friends and family members who had inspired her over the years, all the 
love and laughter they had shared, and how she would give anything just to 
see their smiling faces one last time.... 

And suddenly, like finding a life raft in the middle of a storm at sea, 
Brystal found the drive to push through her despair. 

Despite what the curse made her think and feel, the world was worth 
fighting for.... She was worth fighting for.... There were people who cared 
about her.... There were people who were rooting for her.... Even if she 
failed and died in the process, she owed it to them to keep moving.... She 
owed it to her friends and family to keep trying.... She owed it to herself to 
keep going.... 

So Brystal kept ticking. 

She ignored everything her mind and body were telling her and 
gradually got to her feet. She slowly walked forward, focusing on one 
footstep at a time, and moved toward the edge of the grave. Brystal reached 
up with her aching hands, grabbed two handfuls of dirt, and began 
climbing. It was difficult, it was painful, and it required strength she didn’t 
know she had, but Brystal did it anyway. 


You’re wasting your time.... 
Yov’ll never make it out alive.... 
Go back to sleep and return to the gray field.... 


Let Death take you to the other side.... 


You’ ve already lost. 
For the first time, Brystal talked back to the voices in her head. 


You’re wrong.... 

It doesn’t matter how long it takes me.... 

It doesn’t matter if I fail or die in the process.... 
They’ll only win if I stop trying.... 

And I’Il never give up.... 


Never! 


As if her response had caught the curse off guard, the negative thoughts 
went silent, and it took them a moment to return. 


It’s time to face the facts.... 

The grave is too deep, and you’re too weak.... 
The army is too big, and you’re too small... 
You’ll never defeat them.... 

It’s impossible. 

I am facing the facts.... 

If I were too weak, I wouldn't be here.... 


If I were too small, I wouldn’t have come this far... 


The army may be big, and they may be strong... 
They may have risen from the dead... 

But so have I.... 

I’ve already accomplished the impossible.... 


And I’m not done yet! 


Each time Brystal responded to the thoughts, it took them longer and 
longer to return. She was almost halfway up the dirt wall—just a few more 
feet and the surface would be within her reach. 


Everyone hates you.... 

The world thinks you’re a murderer... 

No one will ever trust you again.... 

You can’t stop the Army of the Dead alone.... 
But that’s exactly what you are... 

Hated and alone... 


Hated and alone. 


Brystal placed both hands on the surface. She grunted and gritted her 
teeth as she summoned all her remaining strength for one final heave 
upward. 


You’re wrong.... 


Even if the world loses trust in me... 


Even if we lose mankind’s acceptance... 
PIl never be alone.... 

I have family who love me.... 

I have friends who care about me.... 


And they’Il always be there when I need them the most! 


BANG! Just as Brystal’s head rose above the surface, the south wall of 
the courtyard exploded. The blast covered the fortress in debris and 
knocked the Brotherhood off their feet. When the dust settled, Brystal saw 
Lucy standing in the midst of the damage. She was joined by the Fairy 
Council and the witches from Ravencrest. 

Brystal was so overjoyed to see her friends she slipped off the surface 
and slid back to the bottom of the grave, but she landed with a huge smile 
on her face. Seeing her friends coming to her rescue validated everything 
she had said to her disturbing thoughts, and the negativity retreated so deep 
inside her that Brystal’s clarity, her optimism, and her confidence returned 
at last. The curse hadn’t been broken, she knew it was only a matter of time 
before the disturbing thoughts returned, but Brystal had finally learned how 
to fight it—not with magic, but with the mind itself. 

As the fairies and witches entered the courtyard, they were shocked to 
see the Army of the Dead among the clansmen—the Brotherhood was over 
four times the size they were expecting. 

“Well, this was falsely advertised,” Emerelda said. 

“Ts it just my imagination, or do most of those men look dead?” 
Xanthous asked. 

“They sure are,” Stitches said with a wide grin. “And it’s not even my 
birthday!” 

The Brotherhood pointed all their swords, spears, and crossbows at the 
newcomers and waited for the Righteous King’s commands. Seven climbed 
the platform to get a better look at the intruders and howled with laughter. 

“Ts this supposed to be an ambush?” he scoffed. 


“You bet it is!” Lucy declared. 

“They must not teach math at your schools,” Seven sneered. “There’s 
only nine of you and well over a thousand of us.” 

The living clansmen chuckled at their commander’s remark. Lucy 
scowled at him and put her hands on her hips. 

“Sorry, I can’t hear you over that obnoxiously loud outfit,” she said. 

“Archers, prepare to fire,” Seven told his men. “I’m going to enjoy this.” 

“You know, for such a flashy dresser, you sure are dim,” Lucy said. 
“You’re not the only one with backup, buddy!” 

Lucy whistled into the dark beach behind her, and the fortress started 
vibrating as something very big approached. Suddenly, all the lynxes from 
Ravencrest Manor stampeded into the courtyard. The Brotherhood wasn’t 
prepared for such an attack, and they didn’t have time to raise their weapons 
before they were bitten, scratched, or tackled to the floor by the massive 
felines. 

While the lynxes clawed and pounced on the clansmen, Lucy pulled the 
fairies and witches into a quick huddle. 

“So we’re a little outnumbered,” Lucy said. 

“A little outnumbered?” Skylene asked. 

“We can’t beat these guys on our own!” Tangerina said. 

“We don’t have to beat them—we just have to save Brystal!” Lucy said. 
“You guys help the lynxes distract the Brotherhood while I look for her! As 
soon as I find her, we’ ll get out of here!” 

The fairies nodded and followed the lynxes into battle. The witches 
ripped off their golden necklaces so their true appearances would help them 
in the fight. 

Beebee buzzed through the air and stung the Brotherhood with her giant 
stinger. All the archers fired their crossbows at her, but the witch flew so 
erratically, their arrows whizzed right past her. Xanthous zigzagged through 
the courtyard and set the clansmen’s robes ablaze, sending the men running 
toward the ocean in a panic. Skylene hit the Brotherhood with watery 
geysers that erupted from her hands, and she made the ground so muddy the 
clansmen slipped and slid before they could get anywhere near her. 

Sprout kicked off her shoes and sank her toes into the dirt. Her feet grew 
through the courtyard like large tree roots and tripped the clansmen as they 
ran about. Once the men were off their feet, Sprout’s fingers wrapped 


around their bodies like vines and kept them restrained. Tangerina sent her 
swarm through the courtyard, and the bumblebees snatched weapons out of 
the Brotherhood’s hands. The insects also showered the clansmen in honey, 
sticking their boots and bony feet to the ground. 

The Brotherhood’s bloodstone weapons went directly through whatever 
magic the fairies and witches produced, but the clansmen themselves did 
not. Once Emerelda figured this out, she made large emerald blocks appear 
throughout the courtyard. The clansmen collided with the blocks headfirst 
and were knocked unconscious. Pip aimed her backside at the Brotherhood 
and sprayed them with an odor that was so foul it burned the men’s eyes 
and made them vomit. 

Stitches snatched a hair off a deceased clansman’s head and quickly 
sewed the follicle onto a knitted doll. After muttering a short incantation, 
Stitches moved the doll’s arms and legs, and the clansman mimicked the 
motion against his will. The witch played with the doll like it was an action 
figure, forcing the clansman to fight members of his own Brotherhood. 
Stitches was thrilled the incantation was finally working and jumped with 
joy. 

“Annnnnd that’s why they call me Stitches!” she cheered victoriously. 

While the lynxes and her friends battled the living and deceased 
clansmen, Lucy weaved through the action in search of Brystal. Her sense 
of trouble guided her through the courtyard like a tracking beam, and with 
every step she took, she knew she was getting closer and closer to her. Just 
when Lucy was certain Brystal was right under her nose, she suddenly fell 
into an open grave and landed right beside her. 

“Lucy!” Brystal happily exclaimed. 

“Oh, thank God!” Lucy cried. “I was afraid we’d be too late!” 

The girls gave each other a tight embrace. 

“Tt’s so wonderful to— What happened to your hair?” Brystal asked. 

Lucy waved it off like it wasn’t important. “I cursed a bunch of body- 
shaming ballerinas—but Pll tell you all about it later,” she said. “I’m so 
sorry for getting angry at the cavern! I know you were only trying to protect 
me and I should have never acted like such a jerk! I’m a horrible friend and 
I hope you’! forgive me!” 

“Pm sorry, too,” Brystal said. “I haven’t been acting like a good friend 
either.” 


“Tt wasn’t your fault! You were cursed!” 

“Yes, but I finally figured out how to—Wait, how’d you know I was 
cursed?” 

“Because an invisible butler and a goat led me to a pumpkin in a witch’s 
closest! Wow, that just sounds crazy when you say it out loud. But the 
important part is that you’re alive and we’re friends again! Is there anything 
I can do to make up for my horrible behavior?” 

“Actually, there is something,” Brystal said. 

“Name it! Pll do anything!” Lucy said. 

“You can help me out of this grave.” 

As the battle raged on above them, Seven watched his Army of the Dead 
from the safety of the platform and was exhilarated by what he saw. While 
the living clansmen were dropping like flies, it didn’t matter what the 
witches, fairies, or lynxes did to the deceased clansmen, the dead always 
returned to their feet and kept fighting. They were resistant to Pip’s fumes, 
they weren’t bothered by Xanthous’s flames, and if their foot got stuck in 
Tangerina’s honey, they’d simply leave the foot behind and continue on. 

The witches and fairies were getting tired and wouldn’t last much 
longer. Seven was convinced he and the Brotherhood would be celebrating 
their first victory sooner than expected—until he spotted something that 
made his blood boil. 

Across the courtyard, Lucy emerged from the open grave and then 
helped Brystal climb to the surface. Even though Seven had witnessed a 
thousand clansmen rise from the dead earlier, seeing Brystal come back to 
life horrified him, and it filled the Righteous King with unfathomable fury. 

“NOOOOO!” Seven seethed. “That’s impossible! I saw her die with my 
own eyes! I felt her cold flesh with my own hands!” 

Lucy and Brystal raced through the courtyard, narrowly dodging the 
swords, spears, and arrows that came their way. 

“T found her!” Lucy told the others. “Let’s get out of here!” 

The fairies and witches were thrilled to see Brystal had survived, and 
slowly but surely, they pushed through the clansmen and headed for the 
giant hole in the south wall. 

“ARCHERS!” Seven screamed. “STOP WHAT YOU’RE DOING AT 
ONCE AND AIM YOUR WEAPONS AT THE FAIRY GODMOTHER! 
DON’T LET HER ESCAPE!” 


The Brotherhood immediately turned toward Brystal and pointed their 
crossbows at her. The fairies, the witches, and the lynxes formed a 
protective circle around her, but there were hundreds and hundreds of 
arrows aimed directly at them, and they didn’t know how they could 
possibly stop them all. 

“Lucy, please tell me you have a plan C!” Brystal said. 

“Sorry, I thought the lynxes would be enough!” Lucy admitted. 

“NOTHING IS GOING TO SAVE YOU THIS TIME!” Seven yelled. 
“WE’RE GOING TO CRUSH YOU LIKE THE VERMIN YOU ARE!” 

“Well, now he’s just flirting with us,” Stitches said. 

“ARCHERS! FIRE ON THREE!” Seven ordered. “ONE!” 

The fairies and witches searched for an escape, but they were 
completely surrounded. 

“TWO!” 

With nothing to do and nowhere to go, they held one another’s hands, 
closed their eyes, and braced themselves for the end. Only a miracle could 
save them now. 

“THREE!” 

Their bodies went tense, expecting dozens of arrows to pierce their skin 
at once. However, the moment never came. 

“I SAID THREE, YOU IDIOTS!” Seven roared. 

The fairies and witches opened their eyes and saw that the Brotherhood 
were no longer focused on them. Thousands and thousands of kitchen 
utensils flew through the courtyard and began attacking the clansmen like a 
flock of rabid birds. Sharp knives sliced through the crossbows and cut all 
the arrows in half, pots and pans whacked the swords and spears out of their 
hands, and rolling pins knocked their feet out from under them. 

“Who’s d-d-doing this?” Beebee asked. 

“Tt isn’t one of us!” Sprout said. 

The fairies knew there was only one person it could be. Everyone turned 
toward the south wall as a familiar figure stepped through the damage and 
joined the fight. 

“MRS. VEE!” the fairies said together. 

“Hey there, kiddos!” Mrs. Vee said. “Looks like you could use an extra 
pan! HA-HA!” 

The bubbly housekeeper twirled her arms like a maestro conducting an 


orchestra as she assaulted the Brotherhood with her kitchen supplies. She 
smacked their faces with wooden spoons, she beat them over the head with 
baking sheets, and she poked their eyes with whisks and forks. Mrs. Vee 
unleashed such a powerful and ruthless attack that the fairies almost felt 
sorry for the clansmen. 

“GET UP AND FIGHT!” Seven screamed at his army. “SHE’S JUST A 
COOK!” 

Mrs. Vee was horribly offended. “Just a cook?!” she asked. “Just a 
cook?!” 

The housekeeper pointed at the Righteous King and he was wrestled to 
the ground by an apron. 

“T’ve seen some bad apples in my day but that guy takes the worm! HA- 
HA!” She laughed. 

“Mrs. Vee, what made you come out of your room?” Tangerina asked. 

“Tt sounds silly, but I woke up this morning and was just tired of being 
afraid,” the housekeeper said. “I knew the only thing that would make me 
feel better was if I did something about my fear. When I realized you were 
all missing from the academy, I had a feeling you might be in trouble. So I 
found your stars on the Map of Magic and rushed here as fast as I could.” 

“Mrs. Vee, your timing is as impeccable as your cooking!” Lucy 
declared. 

“Well, don’t just stand there like stalks of asparagus!” the housekeeper 
said. “Let’s roll like citrus on a slanted counter! HA-HA!” 

While the clansmen fought off the utensils, the fairies, the witches, and 
the lynxes escaped from the fortress. They hurried down the beach to where 
the unicorns and the golden carriage were waiting for them. Without Mrs. 
Vee to conduct the utensils, the kitchen supplies began dropping from the 
air, releasing the Brotherhood from combat. Seven and the clansmen ran 
after the fairies and witches but they were too far behind to catch up. 

“THIS ISN’T OVER, BRYSTAL!” Seven screamed. “YOU MAY HAVE 
ESCAPED THIS BATTLE, BUT YOU WON’T ESCAPE THE WAR! 
WE’LL REPAIR OUR WEAPONS AND BECOME EVEN STRONGER 
THAN BEFORE! MY ARMY WILL SEIZE THIS WORLD AND 
DESTROY EVERYTHING AND EVERYONE YOU LOVE! MARK MY 
WORDS, WE WILL WIN, AND THERE’S NOTHING YOU CAN DO TO 
STOP US!” 


Before Brystal joined her friends inside the carriage, she turned back to 
the fortress and took one last look at Seven. She had every right to detest 
him, she had every reason to hate him, but as she watched his eyes bulge 
with rage and his mouth foam with fury, all Brystal felt was pity for the 
Righteous King. 

“People like you will never win,” she said. “Hate is its own 
punishment.” 
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The golden carriage raced back to the Fairy Territory with all the fairies 
safely aboard. The witches flew beside the carriage on their broomsticks, 
and the lynxes followed on foot. By the time they reached the border and 
crossed through the hedge barrier, the sun had started to rise. All the fairies 
and magical creatures were still sound asleep, and the academy grounds 
were eerily quiet compared with the fortress. 

As the fairies climbed out of the carriage and the witches dismounted 
their broomsticks, everyone was visibly shaken from the battle. Brystal, on 
the other hand, took advantage of her newfound clarity and immediately 
planned their next move. 

“We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us,” she told the others. “First things 
first. Emerelda, I want you to surround the territory with an emerald wall— 
and Xanthous, I want you to surround her wall with a wall of fire. The 
Brotherhood’s weapons may penetrate our magic, but I won’t let them set 
foot in our territory. Tangerina, I need you to send unicorns to the Evergreen 
house and retrieve my family at once—they won’t be safe in the Southern 
Kingdom. Skylene, I want you to write to King White, Queen Endustria, 
and King Warworth and tell them Prince Gallivant has killed King 
Champion XIV and has plans to take over the world with an army of dead 
soldiers. Don’t sugarcoat it, they need to be prepared. And Lucy?” 

Lucy was shocked to hear Brystal say her name. 

“You want me to do something?” she asked. 

“Absolutely. Consider yourself back on the Fairy Council,” Brystal said. 
“The Southern Kingdom has been told that J killed King Champion XIV 
and that I raised the army from the dead. I want you to create a pamphlet 


that tells them the truth—use all your show business skills to make it as 
compelling, as captivating, and as entertaining as possible—it needs to grab 
everyone’s attention! Once you’re done, I want you and the witches to make 
as many copies as possible and drop them over Chariot Hills—don’t stop 
until every street is covered.” 

“Aye, aye, captain!” Lucy said with a salute. 

Brystal was practically cheerful as she gave the instructions. The fairies 
stared at her like she was a different person. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked. 

“Nothing—that’s what’s wrong,” Emerelda said. “You’re acting normal 
again.” 

“It’s good to have you back,” Xanthous said. 

“It’s good to be back,” she said. 

Even though they had a solid plan in place now, none of the fairies or 
witches leaped into action. All they could think about was the battle they 
had barely escaped from. They gazed at the border with fearful eyes, 
knowing they would cross paths with the Brotherhood sooner rather than 
later. 

“Pm really scared,” Skylene said. “Is it okay to admit that?” 

“Me too,” Tangerina said. “We’ve never faced anything like this before.” 

“T’m not going to lie to you,” Brystal told them. “We’re up against some 
pretty scary and unprecedented times. The world isn’t as safe as it used to 
be, and it may seem like we’ve lost something, but sometimes you have to 
lose to learn the most important lessons. And if there’s one thing I’ve 
learned through all this, it’s that no one is ever as alone or powerless as they 
feel. We can always find someone or something to help us if we’re willing 
to change our perspective. 

“The Brotherhood may seem unbeatable, and they may seem 
frightening, but their greatest weapon isn’t their soldiers or their bloodstone 
—their greatest weapon is fear. They want us to believe they’re impossible 
to beat, they want us to think we aren’t strong enough to face them, but as 
long as we don’t confuse our fears with the facts, we can and we will defeat 
them. The truth is, we also have a secret weapon, and it’s more powerful 
than the Brotherhood will ever be. But first, I had to lose it to realize just 
how valuable it is.” 

“What is it?” Lucy asked. 


Brystal smiled at her friends. “Hope,” she said. “And I don’t know about 
you, but I’m tired of letting people use my emotions to control me. So from 
now on, we’re going to starve whatever misery they try to cause us. We’re 
going to fight sadness with laughter, we’re going to fight loneliness with 
friendship, we’re going to fight anger with gratitude, and we’re going to 
fight fear with hope. Because as long as we keep fighting, and as long as we 
keep our hope alive—the Brotherhood won t stand a chance.” 
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PROLOGUE 
ae 


CREATURES FROM THE DEEP 


The woman was woken by the sound of footsteps. It was 


still dark when her eyes fluttered open and lazily drifted 
toward her bedroom door. However, the disturbance wasn’t 
coming from the hall beyond her chambers, but from 
behind a colorful mural on her wall. She immediately sat up 
in her large bed, wide awake. Just one other person knew 
about the secret entrance to her bedroom, and their 
presence could only mean one thing. 

A frantic knock came from inside the wall. 

“Ma’am?” asked a gruff voice. “Are you awake?” 

“Yes, come in,” the woman said. 

The secret door slid open and a man covered in dirt 
peered inside the room. His sunken eyes were wide with 
excitement, but his body was stiff with fear. 

“Well?” the woman asked impatiently. 

The man nodded slowly, still in disbelief of the news he 
was about to share. 

“We found it,” he said breathlessly. 

The woman flung off her bedsheets and jumped to her 
feet. She threw a robe over her nightgown, stepped into a 
pair of slippers, and charged through the secret door. The 
man escorted the woman down a hidden corridor that 
snaked between the walls of her spacious residence. The 
corridor led to a steel staircase that spiraled through the 
floors below and into the ground beyond the basement. 

The duo descended the steps at a feverish pace, causing 


the stairs to sway and creak. At the bottom, they entered 
an enormous man-made tunnel that wove through the earth 
like the hollow root of a gigantic tree. It stretched for miles 
and miles underground, reaching depths humanity was 
never meant to reach. 

The tunnel was an extraordinary achievement and had 
taken centuries to construct. If it hadn’t been shrouded in 
complete secrecy, it would have been considered a wonder 
of the world—but once someone entered the tunnel, very 
few were permitted to leave it. The dirt walls were lined 
with the graves of all the unfortunate souls who had died 
while digging it and the people who had threatened to 
expose the project. 

The man and woman spent hours climbing deeper and 
deeper, never stopping for a moment of rest. The man’s 
lantern barely illuminated the ground below their feet as 
they trekked through an infinite tube of darkness. The 
farther they went, the hotter it became, and their clothes 
were dampened by perspiration. A smoky stench of 
scorched earth filled the air, making it difficult to breathe. 
The pressure increased, too, causing their eardrums to 
throb and their noses to bleed. But still, the pair pressed 
on, too determined to stop. 

Boom-boom... Boom-boom... Boom-boom... 

At five miles below the surface, a faint noise echoed from 
ahead. 

Boom-BOOM... Boom-BOOM... Boom-BOOM... 

The sound increased with every step they took. It 
thumped in a consistent rhythm as if they were 
approaching the earth’s beating heart. 

BOOM-BOOM... BOOM-BOOM... BOOM-BOOM... 

Eventually, they saw a bright light that strobed with the 
thunderous beat. Against the light, the woman could make 
out the silhouettes of people standing in a row. Their thin 
bodies were chained together and they clutched shovels 
and pickaxes in their trembling hands. These prisoners- 


turned-slaves were the last generation of diggers the 
tunnel would ever need, because they had just made one of 
the greatest discoveries in recorded history. 

The diggers were frozen with shock as they stared 
ahead, but the woman stepped past them and gazed with 
fearless wonder. 

They were facing a pair of double doors that were over 
two hundred feet tall and one hundred feet wide. The doors 
were made from iron that glowed bright red from the heat 
behind it. Something very big—and very hot—was trying to 
escape through the doors, but the handles were bound shut 
by a monstrous chain. As the doors were pushed, flames 
and magma spewed out from between the cracks, offering 
glimpses into a world of fire and chaos beyond them. 

“At last!” the woman gasped. “We’ve found the gates of 
the underworld!” 

“Ma’am?” her exhausted and sweaty companion asked, a 
nervous quiver in his hoarse voice. “What do we do now?” 

The woman’s eyes went wide and a devious smile grew 
across her face. She had been waiting not just one but 
several lifetimes for this moment. 

“Open them,” she ordered. 





CHAPTER ONE 
el 


THe RIGHTEOUS EMPIRE 


It had been almost a year since the Southern Kingdom’s 


last sunrise. The citizens would never forget the horrifying 
afternoon when Prince “Seven” Gallivant marched his 
Righteous Army of the Dead through the countryside and 
took Chariot Hills by storm. There, the prince sat upon his 
late grandfather’s throne in the Champion Castle and 
declared himself—not the new king of the Southern 
Kingdom—but the emperor of a new Righteous Empire. 

Unfortunately, there was nothing anyone in the Southern 
Kingdom could do to stop him. It was well within the 
prince’s legal rights to change his newly inherited kingdom 
however he wanted. But not even his most loyal followers 
could foresee the horrors he had in mind, and soon they 
began to resent the monster they had helped create. 

The emperor’s first act was to dissolve the Southern 
Kingdom’s military and replace it with his Army of the 
Dead. His second act was to strip the Justices of all power 
and give their positions to the clansmen of his devoted 
Righteous Brotherhood. Third, the emperor eradicated the 
Southern Kingdom’s constitution and created a new one 
based on the principles of the Brotherhood’s oppressive 
Righteous Philosophy. 

Under the new laws, all schools and churches were shut 
down—the only thing citizens were allowed to study or 
worship was the emperor himself. All the markets and 
shops were boarded up—food and supplies were now 


distributed at the emperor’s will. All the talking creatures— 
elves, dwarfs, trolls, goblins, and ogres—were exiled to 
their respective territories and banned from returning. The 
borders were permanently closed, and any communication 
with the outside world was strictly forbidden. 

The emperor also placed his entire population under 
harsh curfews and social restrictions. No one was allowed 
to be outdoors from dusk until dawn, citizens needed 
permission to travel beyond their homes, and it was illegal 
for people to gather with anyone outside their immediate 
family. Additionally, all forms of creative expression, such 
as art, music, and theater, were outlawed. The only clothes 
the citizens were allowed to wear in public were the drab 
black uniforms the emperor provided. Private residences 
were routinely searched for money, jewelry, weapons, and 
other valuables, and they were taken as “donations” to the 
Empire. 

The emperor’s dead soldiers patrolled the streets day 
and night to make sure the new laws were being followed, 
and the walking corpses weren’t shy about making 
grotesque examples out of people who disobeyed. So the 
citizens stayed in their homes to avoid trouble, all the while 
praying for something—or someone—to liberate them from 
this new nightmare. 

However, the most severe change to the constitution was 
the law regarding magic. The Empire sentenced people to 
death simply for sympathizing with the magical community. 
The broad decree gave the emperor the right to imprison 
anyone he thought might be supporting his magical 
enemies. 

In the months following the emperor’s succession, the 
Army of the Dead rounded up over one hundred “magic 
sympathizers,” and they were quickly sentenced to hang 
without any evidence or trial. Strangely, although the 
verdicts were rushed, the actual executions were put on 
hold. The emperor never gave an indication of what he was 


waiting for, but secretly he was saving the executions for a 
very strategic occasion. 

In his first weeks of power, the emperor demolished the 
University of Law in the Chariot Hills town square and 
constructed a massive coliseum in its place. The coliseum 
towered over the other buildings in the capital—it had 
enough seating for thousands of people—and was 
purposely built with only two entrances, making it difficult 
to enter and exit. The project was finished just two weeks 
before the Righteous Empire’s one-year anniversary. On the 
evening of its completion, the emperor ordered all citizens 
of Chariot Hills to the coliseum to witness the delayed 
executions of the “magic sympathizers.” 

The Righteous Brotherhood—dressed head to toe in their 
ghostly silver uniforms and armed with their glowing 
bloodstone weapons—herded the tired, hungry, and 
dejected citizens into the coliseum. The emperor was 
already there when his people arrived, standing in a private 
balcony at the very top of the coliseum. He radiated 
crimson light thanks to his bloodstone suit, cape, and 
crown that curled around the sides of his face like the 
horns of a ram. 

The emperor never looked down as his citizens filled the 
seats—he only had eyes for the land surrounding the 
coliseum. He held a pair of binoculars tightly against his 
eyes, scanning every inch of the horizon and every patch of 
the evening sky. 

“Your Greatness.” The emperor’s High Commander 
bowed as he stepped onto the private balcony. “The citizens 
are seated and the soldiers are in position, sir.” 

“And the archers?” Seven asked. 

“Stationed throughout the coliseum and on every rooftop 
in the capital.” 

“And the entrances?” 

“Completely surrounded, sir,” the High Commander said. 
“I’m confident we’ve created the most secure structure in 


the world.” 

“Secure enough for her, High Commander?” Seven 
pressed. 

“If she finds a way inside, she won’t get out alive.” 

Seven grinned under his binoculars but didn’t lower 
them. 

“Good,” he said. “Let’s begin.” 

The High Commander hesitated. “Sir, are you certain 
she’ll show? Given the extra security measures, it would be 
extremely risky for—” 

“Trust me, High Commander, she'll take the bait!” Seven 
said. “Now proceed. I’ve waited long enough for this 
moment.” 

With that, the High Commander turned on his heel and 
faced the center of the coliseum. At his signal, two 
clansmen began turning a lever, and a heavy caged door 
opened behind them. More clansmen came through the 
door, escorting over a hundred prisoners from a dungeon 
belowground. The hands and feet of the “magic 
sympathizers” were wrapped in thick chains, and they 
could barely shuffle forward as the clansmen shoved them 
into the arena. 

Although the citizens wanted to scream at the sight of 
their friends and family in chains, they remained as quiet 
as possible. Still, a few cries escaped their lips and echoed 
through the quiet coliseum. 

“Start with the Evergreen family,” Seven called over his 
shoulder. 

Five clansmen plucked the five members of the 
Evergreen family from the long line of prisoners. Justice 
Evergreen and his wife, their sons Brooks and Barrie, and 
Barrie’s wife, Penny, were all dragged up the steps of a tall 
wooden gallows and placed in a row behind a single noose. 
The citizens were impressed by how stoic the Evergreens 
remained—some of them even seemed eager to be there. 
Mrs. Evergreen eyed the noose with a wide and creepy 


smile, Penny was so excited she was practically buzzing, 
and Brooks gave a thumbs-up to the people in the crowd. 

“How dare you treat us like criminals!” Justice 
Evergreen shouted. “For God’s sake, I am a Justice of the 
Southern Kingdom! I’ve devoted my life to preserving the 
law!” 

“No, you were a Justice,” Seven scoffed. “And soon you'll 
cease to exist at all.” 

“Shall we start with the former Justice, my lord?” the 
High Commander asked. 

“No, hang the younger brother first,” Seven instructed. 
“If that doesn’t get the Fairy Godmother’s attention, 
nothing will.” 

The clansmen pushed Barrie forward and fastened the 
noose tightly around his neck. 

“Oh, w-w-woe is me!” Penny cried. “I can’t b-b-believe I 
am about to witness my husband’s d-d-death! What a c-c- 
cruel world!” 

“Don’t worry, Jenny—I mean, Penny!” Barrie could barely 
speak with the rope around his throat. “It’ll all be over 
soon.” 

“P-p-please show him some m-m-mercy!” his wife 
pleaded. 

“I suppose in some ways hanging him is rather merciful,” 
Brooks said. “It’s much quicker than being burned, 
drowned, crucified, or boiled. And it isn’t nearly as messy 
as beheading, impaling, drawing and quartering, crushing 
by stones—” 

“Pssst! Brooks!” Justice Evergreen whispered. “Zip it! 
It’s not your turn to speak!” 

“Oh, sorry!” Brooks whispered back. “J didn’t realize I 
said that out loud.” 

“Well, I agree with my son!” Mrs. Evergreen announced 
theatrically, making sure everyone in the coliseum could 
hear her. “You call this a public execution? I’ve been to tea 
parties that were more menacing! Come on, Emperor, you 


can do better than this! Give us blood! Give us suspense! 
Give us absolute terror!” 

Mrs. Evergreen stared up at the emperor with large, 
exhilarated eyes, as if she was daring him to order a more 
gruesome death for her son. Justice Evergreen groaned and 
gave his family members a dirty scowl. 

“Guys! We all agreed to stick to the script! Stop going 
rogue!” 

“You can’t expect a mother to remain silent at a time like 
this!” Mrs. Evergreen proclaimed. “I want the best for my 
son—and that includes his execution!” 

Justice Evergreen winced and slapped an open palm 
against his forehead. 

“Had I known you were going to act like this, Mrs. 
Evergreen, I never would have asked you to be my wife!” 
he grumbled. “Everyone just shut up! I’ll do all the talking 
from now on!” 

The observing citizens found the family discussion 
peculiar. Confused looks were exchanged throughout the 
coliseum—even the Righteous’ Brotherhood were 
scrunching their foreheads under their masks. The 
emperor, on the other hand, wasn’t paying any attention to 
the Evergreens. He had other concerns. 

“Something is wrong...,” Seven muttered to himself. 
“She should be here by now.... Her favorite brother is 
seconds away from death, and she’s nowhere to be 
found....” 

The emperor’s heart was racing with anticipation. He 
feverishly scanned the horizon with his binoculars, worried 
he had missed something. 

“Hang him on three!” the High Commander called to the 
gallows. 

No, this can’t be right... Seven thought. She would 
rather die than let her family perish.... 

“ONE!” 

So where is she? Why hasn’t she flown to their rescue? 


What is she waiting for? 

“TWO!” 

“Unless...” Seven said as he was struck by a troubling 
thought. “She’s already here!” 

“THREE!” 

The emperor spun around and faced the gallows. The 
floor dropped out from below Barrie’s feet, and his body fell 
straight through the wooden platform. The horrified crowd 
gasped; however, the prisoner’s neck didn’t snap as they 
expected. Instead, Barrie Evergreen’s neck began to 
stretch and stretch like a rubber band until both of his feet 
touched the ground. All the citizens throughout the arena 
screamed—a few even fainted. 

“THAT’S NOT BARRIE EVERGREEN!” Seven shouted 
from the balcony. 

“The jig is up!” Justice Evergreen told his family. “It’s go 
time!” 

Suddenly, the chains wrapped around the Evergreens’ 
bodies evaporated into thin air. The family pulled the skin 
off their faces and the hair off their heads—they had been 
wearing enchanted disguises the entire time! As the wigs 
and masks were removed, the imposters’ true identities 
were revealed. Justice Evergreen was a chubby young 
woman with white feathers for hair, Mrs. Evergreen was an 
enormous doll with button eyes and burlap flesh, Brooks 
was a walking plant with chlorophyll skin and leaves 
growing from its scalp, and Penny had wings, bulging eyes, 
and a stinger like a giant insect. 

As if his skull was made of clay, Barrie’s head slipped 
completely out of the noose, and when he removed his 
disguise, he turned into a young woman with whiskers and 
a skunk tail. 

“WE’VE BEEN DECEIVED BY WITCHES!” Seven 
screeched. 

If that wasn’t enough to shock the crowded arena, the 
five clansmen at the gallows abruptly flung off their silver 


uniforms and five very colorful young people appeared. The 
first was a young man in a metallic golden suit with fire 
burning on his head and shoulders. The second was a 
young woman with curly dark hair who wore a robe made 
of gleaming emeralds. The third was a girl with a bright 
orange beehive and a dress made from dripping patches of 
honeycomb. The fourth was a girl in a sapphire bathing suit 
whose hair flowed down her body like a continuously 
flowing waterfall. And finally, the fifth was a beautiful 
young woman in a sparkling pantsuit, wielding a crystal 
wand. 

“ITS THE FAIRY COUNCIL!” Seven roared. “KILL 
THEM! KILL THEM ALL!” 

The archers throughout the coliseum aimed their 
crossbows at the newcomers. Brystal Evergreen pointed 
her wand at Stitches, Sprout, Beebee, and Pip and 
broomsticks appeared in their hands. The witches hopped 
aboard the brooms and flew in circles around the arena. 
The citizens and clansmen ducked and dived out of the way 
as the witches looped through the air mere inches above 
their heads. The motion discombobulated the archers and 
they didn’t know where or who to shoot first. 

“FOOLS! DON’T LET THEM DISTRACT YOU!” Seven 
ordered. “FIRE AT THE FAIRY GODMOTHER! SHE’S THE 
PRIORITY!” 

“Xanthous! Skylene! Give me some steam!” Brystal said. 

A fiery jet erupted from Xanthous’s outstretched palms 
and a geyser of water sprayed from Skylene’s index fingers. 
The fire collided with the water, creating an enormous 
cloud of steam. Brystal waved her wand and a strong wind 
blew the steam around the center of the coliseum, blocking 
the fairies and the prisoners from the archers’ sight. 

“WHY AREN’T YOU SHOOTING?!” Seven screamed. 

“Sir, the archers can’t see where they’re firing! And we 
still have men down there!” the High Commander said. 

“I DON’T CARE WHO OR WHAT THEY HIT! JUST FIRE!” 


Seven ordered. 

The archers fired their crossbows, and _ bloodstone 
arrows whizzed through the center of the coliseum, barely 
missing Brystal and her friends. The clansmen among them 
tried to use the prisoners as human shields. Brystal waved 
her wand again and the cowardly clansmen joined the 
cloud of steam and whirled around the fairies like they 
were caught in a powerful tornado. The archers lowered 
their crossbows, afraid they might hit fellow clansmen. 

The emperor howled with rage at the Brotherhood’s 
incompetence. He dashed to the other side of his balcony 
and called to the dead soldiers patrolling the entrances. 

“GUARDS! GET IN HERE AND ATTACK THESE 
HEATHENS! NOT A SINGLE WITCH OR FAIRY LEAVES 
THIS COLISEUM ALIVE!” 

“Emerelda! Quick! Free the rest of the prisoners from 
their chains!” Brystal instructed. 

While the Army of the Dead rushed inside, Emerelda 
dashed from prisoner to prisoner and turned their chains 
into a weak talc stone that crumbled off their hands and 
feet. 

“Lucy! Tangerina! Block the entrances before the 
soldiers get in!” Brystal said. 

The girls raced to the entrances on opposite sides of the 
coliseum. Lucy hit the ground with a fist and a giant crack 
zigzagged across the earth. The crack hit the first entrance 
like a bolt of lightning, causing the doorway to implode 
before the dead soldiers could get through it. Tangerina 
sent her swarm of bumblebees into the second entrance 
and the bees doused the approaching soldiers in honey, 
sticking them to the floor and walls. Soon the entrance was 
jammed by sticky skeletons. 

“The entrances are blocked, but that means the exits 
are, too!” Lucy announced. “How are we going to get the 
prisoners to safety?” 

“Leave that to me!” Brystal said. 


Brystal pointed her wand at the prisoners and each one’s 
body was surrounded by a giant bubble. To the prisoners’ 
amazement, the bubbles rose into the air, carrying them 
high into the evening sky. Once all the prisoners had 
floated out of the coliseum, Brystal pointed her wand at 
Emerelda, Xanthous, Tangerina, Skylene, and Lucy, and 
then waved it around herself. She and her friends joined 
the prisoners in bubbles of their own and Stitches, Sprout, 
Beebee, and Pip followed on their broomsticks. 

After the fairies’ departure, the cloud of steam in the 
arena slowly faded away and the whirling clansmen 
dropped to the ground. The citizens cheered for the 
escapees but then quickly fell silent, remembering that 
such sympathies were illegal. The emperor was so enraged 
to see the fairies and witches floating away with his 
prisoners he began foaming at the mouth. 

“HIGH COMMANDER, ALERT THE ARCHERS IN THE 
CITY!” he ordered. “IF YOU LET THE FAIRIES GET AWAY, I 
WILL HAVE YOUR HEAD ON A PLATTER!” 

“Yes, my lord!” the High Commander said. 

The High Commander blew a horn to notify the archers 
positioned on the rooftops throughout the capital. The 
archers were quick to comply, firing hundreds and 
hundreds of bloodstone arrows as the escapees drifted over 
the city. The bubbles were pelted by the arrows, which 
caused many of them to pop and the prisoners to fall from 
the sky. Brystal waved her wand and restored their 
bubbles, but she couldn’t keep up. 

“Stitches! Sprout! Beebee! Pip! Help me catch them!” 
Brystal said. 

The witches immediately dived through the air and 
caught the falling prisoners just moments before they hit 
the ground. Unfortunately, the archers’ relentless attack 
showed no signs of slowing down, and the witches quickly 
ran out of space on their broomsticks. 

“YES!” Seven cheered as he watched the bubbles burst. 


“They’ll never make it out of the capital! They’re all going 
to drop like flies!” 

“Emerelda!” Brystal called over her shoulder. “Call for 
backup!” 

Emerelda nodded and pressed a small emerald whistle 
against her lips. She blew the whistle with all her might 
and a sharp tone echoed through the sky. 

“Sir, look!” the High Commander said. “Something’s 
approaching the capital!” 

The emperor peered into the distance and every ounce of 
celebration drained from his spirits. An enormous black 
shadow appeared on the horizon, moving through the air 
like a veil caught in the wind. As the shadow flew closer 
and closer, the emperor realized it wasn’t just one object 
but thousands moving together. He raised his binoculars 
for a closer look and discovered a massive flock of 
gryphons had entered the city! 

The magical creatures soared between the buildings of 
Chariot Hills and attacked the archers throughout the 
capital. They knocked the clansmen off rooftops with 
strokes of their wings, they ripped crossbows out of the 
men’s hands with their beaks, and they snatched handfuls 
of bloodstone arrows with their claws. The archers were 
completely caught off guard by the majestic beasts and 
many abandoned their posts. While the gryphons assaulted 
the clansmen, the fairies, witches, and prisoners drifted far 
away from Chariot Hills. Once they were out of the archers’ 
reach, the magical creatures joined the procession of 
bubbles, and they all soared safely into the horizon. 

“NOOOOOOOOOO!” Seven roared so loudly the entire 
city could hear him. “HOW IS THIS EVEN POSSIBLE?! 
HOW COULD WE LET THEM ESCAPE?! AGAIN!” 

The High Commander gulped and took a cautious step 
back. 

“My sincerest apologies, my lord,” he said. “I thought 
our plan was foolproof!” 


The emperor’s binoculars began to crunch under his 
tight grip, but he suddenly went very still and very quiet. 
His fury was interrupted by something strange he had 
spotted in the sky. 

“Wait a second,” Seven said. “Where did the Fairy 
Godmother go? She and the fat witch aren’t with the 
others!” 

The emperor scanned the horizon over and over again, 
but Brystal and Lucy had disappeared. 

“Your orders, my lord?” the High Commander asked. 

“Gather your men and search the city at once!” Seven 
demanded. “They’re still here!” 


ex% «' 


Brystal’s and Lucy’s bubbles descended into the Chariot 
Hills town square and popped on impact. As soon as they 
landed, Brystal took off running and Lucy sprinted after 
her. 

“Well, the rescue was a smash but the performance was 
a flop!” Lucy griped. “I guess that’s what I get for casting 
amateurs. There’s nothing worse in show business than a 
novice who thinks they can improvise.” 

Brystal abruptly stopped in her tracks and looked around 
like she was lost. She barely recognized the city she had 
grown up in. All the buildings were covered in silver 
banners bearing the emperor’s face or the Righteous 
Brotherhood’s white wolf symbol, all the doors and 
windows were boarded up or chained shut, and all the 
statues and tributes to past rulers had been removed or 
demolished. The streets were also covered in large piles of 
ashes, although Brystal couldn’t tell what had been burned. 
A smoky haze still lingered in the air, making it hard to see 
more than a few yards in each direction. 


“Brystal, what’s wrong?” Lucy asked. “Why did we stop 
moving?” 

“Everything looks so different I can’t tell which building 
is which anymore,” she said. 

“Is there a town directory somewhere?” 

“No—but maybe I can make one.” 

Brystal closed her eyes and visualized the Chariot Hills 
from her childhood. She waved one arm in a large circle, 
and thousands of tiny lights emanated from the tip of her 
wand, as if she was spraying the streets in a glittery mist. 
However, the lights didn’t stick to the buildings as they 
were now, but re-created the city as Brystal remembered it. 
After she opened her eyes and got her whereabouts, the 
lights disappeared. 

“The library’s over there!” she said. “Follow me! We 
don’t have much time!” 

Brystal grabbed Lucy’s hand and pulled her toward a 
building with a glass dome, at the far end of the town 
square. Just like the other buildings, the library was 
covered in silver banners, but unlike the others, the 
library’s front steps were surrounded by a tall metal fence. 
A sign bolted to the fence read: 


SUBJECTS BEWARE! 


Under Section Two of the Emperor’s Righteous 
Constitution, 
This Building Is Officially Closed to the Public. 
Unauthorized Access Is Forbidden. 
Trespassers Will Be Sentenced to Death. 


The warning made Brystal’s blood boil. She blasted the 
fence with her wand, and then Lucy hurried up the front 
steps and kicked the double doors open. As soon as they 


stepped inside the dark building, Brystal’s stomach turned. 
The library had been ransacked beyond recognition! All the 
furniture was knocked over and the seat cushions had been 
ripped apart. The large silver globe that once stood regally 
in the center of the first floor now lay in pieces across the 
carpet. And most horrifying of all, every bookshelf in the 
three-story library was empty. 

“Slim pickings,” Lucy said. 

“No, this isn’t right,” Brystal said. “This place used to be 
full of books!” 

“What do you think happened to them?” Lucy asked. 

“Seven must have hidden them somewhere,” she said. 
“Let’s have a look around and see if they left anything 
behind.” 

Brystal and Lucy wandered through the aisles of the 
spacious library like rats in a multilevel maze. 
Unfortunately, not a single page had survived the 
emperor’s purge. Even the Justices’ secret chamber, which 
Brystal had discovered when she worked as a maid, was 
completely vacant. Defeated, Brystal began pacing by a 
window on the third floor. Her gaze drifted toward the town 
square outside and her whole body went tense. It had 
suddenly dawned on her what had created all the ashes in 
the streets. 

“Seven didn’t hide the books—he burned them!” Brystal 
said in disbelief. 

“I’m confused,” Lucy said. “Why would Seven burn a 
bunch of books?” 

Brystal sighed and shook her head. “Because reading 
inspires thinking, thinking inspires ideas, ideas inspire 
change, and nothing threatens a tyrant more than change.” 

Lucy groaned and made fists with both hands. “God, I 
HATE that guy!” she declared. “Just when I think it isn’t 
possible to loathe someone more, he always proves me 
wrong!” 

“Luckily, books can be replaced,” Brystal said. “Well... 


most books can be replaced.” 

Lucy gulped. “Do you think it was destroyed with the 
others?” 

“Honestly, I doubt it was even here to begin with. A book 
like that would definitely have caught my attention when I 
was a maid, and I don’t remember seeing anything even 
remotely like it—not even in the Justices’ private 
collection.” 

“But this is the only library we haven’t searched. If it 
isn’t here, then where is it?” 

Brystal went quiet as she asked herself the same 
question. However, her train of thought was interrupted by 
a strange red light that began to glow around them. She 
and Lucy turned around and saw the Righteous Emperor 
standing at the end of the aisle. His bloodstone wardrobe 
radiated crimson light through the dark library and his 
unwavering scowl radiated pure hatred. 

“Seven.” 

At first, Brystal was glad to see the emperor. Part of her 
wanted to believe Seven was the dashing young prince who 
had swept her off her feet—not the dangerous young man 
who had tried to kill her. 

“I’m guessing your real family is alive and well,” Seven 
sneered. 

“They’ve been safe and sound for months,” Brystal said. 

The emperor’s mouth curved into a sinister grin but the 
hatred never faded from his eyes. 

“I have to give credit where credit is due,” he said. “That 
was quite a stunt you pulled off at the coliseum. Sadly, your 
most impressive charade will be your last.” 

The emperor snapped his fingers and he was joined by 
his High Commander and the Righteous Brotherhood. The 
clansmen backed Brystal and Lucy into a wall at the very 
end of the aisle. Brystal desperately wanted to wave her 
wand and knock the men across the library, but she knew 
her magic was useless against their bloodstone weapons. 


With his guards in place, the emperor strolled toward the 
girls and looked Brystal closely in the eye. 

“Tell me, Brystal, exactly how many lives do you have?” 
Seven asked. “On second thought, let it be a surprise. I’m 
willing to kill you as many times as it takes.” 

“Killing me won’t ensure your victory,” Brystal said. “It 
doesn’t matter how many laws you enforce, how many lies 
you tell, or how many books you burn—your day of 
reckoning will come. Your people are much smarter and 
stronger than you think. With or without me, it’s only a 
matter of time before they get sick of your tyranny and rise 
against you.” 

“And that’s where you’re wrong,” he said. “You see, a 
successful resistance takes courage, it takes intelligence, it 
takes resilience—and people aren’t born with those 
qualities. No, no, no. Bravery has to be inspired, brilliance 
has to be championed, boldness has to be encouraged—but 
if you destroy everything that nurtures a society, then 
society will never gain the tools to destroy you. And nothing 
will dishearten my people more than seeing the great Fairy 
Godmother’s head on a pike!” 

“DISHEARTEN THIS, YOU WALKING SUNBURN!” Lucy 
shouted. 

SWOOSH! Lucy shoved the nearest bookcase with all her 
might and WHAM! The bookcase fell directly on top of the 
emperor, pinning him to the floor. He moaned and 
struggled to free himself, but the bookcase was too heavy. 

“Now that’s how you improvise,” Lucy said. “Sorry, 
Brystal, you didn’t want to keep chatting with him, did 
you?” 

“Tm just jealous I didn’t think of that first,” Brystal said. 

“DON’T JUST STAND THERE! KILL THEM!” Seven 
screamed at his men. 

The clansmen charged toward Brystal and Lucy with 
their swords and spears raised. Lucy hit the floor with a fist 
and sent a giant ripple through the carpet. The ripple made 


all the bookcases in the aisle begin to teeter until, one by 
one, the bookcases came crashing down on the clansmen. 

“Nice one!” Brystal told Lucy. 

“Thanks,” she said. “I did the same thing to escape a 
distillery once, but that’s a story for another time! Let’s get 
out of here!” 

Brystal and Lucy raced down the aisle, leaping over the 
bookcases and the clansmen trapped beneath them. 
Unfortunately, Lucy’s ripple was much more powerful than 
she intended. As she and Brystal hurried into the next aisle, 
the bookcases began crashing down all around them! 

“Lucy, make it stop!” Brystal said. 

“You know I can’t stop anything I start!” Lucy said. “My 
magic is like eating junk food!” 

Without time to think, the only thing the girls could do 
was run while the falling bookcases chased them through 
the third floor like a giant game of dominoes! As they 
reached the stairs, bookcases began toppling over the 
railings. The cases crashed into the lower levels, trigging 
similar domino effects across all the aisles in the library. By 
the time Brystal and Lucy reached the ground floor every 
bookcase in the library had been knocked over. 

Lucy let out a nervous laugh as she eyed the wreckage. 
“T bet you’re glad you aren’t the maid anymore,” she said. 

The girls dashed to the exit, but as soon as they reached 
the double doors, they came to an abrupt halt—the library 
was surrounded by the Army of the Dead! Brystal and Lucy 
were trapped! Once the girls were spotted, the dead 
soldiers charged inside. 

“Gosh, these guys are like cockroaches! They just keep 
coming and coming!” Lucy said. “How are we going to get 
past them?” 

Brystal glanced around the library, looking for a quick 
escape, and her eyes landed on the glass dome in the 
ceiling. 

“Quick! Hold on to my waist!” she said. 


“Why?” Lucy asked. 

“It’s my turn to improvise!” 

Lucy wrapped her arms around Brystal’s waist as tightly 
as she could. Brystal raised her hand toward the ceiling 
and a bright light blasted from the tip of her wand. The 
light engulfed Brystal and Lucy and, suddenly, they shot 
through the dome like a shooting star. The dome shattered 
and glass rained down on the skeleton soldiers. 

On the third floor the High Commander and the 
Righteous Brotherhood began to crawl out from 
underneath the heavy bookcases. Once they were free, the 
clansmen raced to the emperor and helped push the 
bookcase off his body. 

“My lord, are you hurt?” the High Commander asked. 

“I’m fine!” the emperor said as he got to his feet. “Where 
is the Fairy Godmother?” 

“She and her accomplice escaped the library, sir.” 

“They WHAT?!” 

The news sent the emperor into a furious rage. He 
grabbed the High Commander by the shoulders and pushed 
him through the nearest window. 

“The High Commander has been dismissed!” Seven said, 
and then pointed to the nearest clansman. “You! You’re the 
new High Commander! Disappoint me and you'll suffer the 
same fate! Is that understood?” 

The clansman’s eyes grew wide under his silver mask 
and he dived into a quick bow. 

“I’m at your service, my lord,” he said with a nervous 
quiver in his voice. 

“Good,” Seven said. “Now, the Fairy Godmother is up to 
something—I can feel it in my bones! We have to figure out 
what she’s planning!” 

“What was she doing in the library, sir?” 

“Isn’t it obvious?” Seven snapped. “She was looking for a 
book.” 

“But what sort of book, sir?” 


The emperor gazed through the broken window as if he 
might find the answer in the desolate town square, but 
nothing came to him. 

“I don’t know,” he said. “But whatever it is, we need to 
find it before she does.” 





CHAPTER Two 
a 


THE COUNTDOWN 


Tick... Tick... Tick... Tick... 


Brystal always resented the sound of a ticking clock. 
Whether she was counting down the hours before she could 
escape the School for Future Wives and Mothers, or 
counting down the minutes she had left to secretly read 
books in the Chariot Hills Library, Brystal didn’t think a 
clock could sound any more ominous than it already did. 
But she was dead wrong. 

Tick... Tick... Tick... Tick... 

Brystal glanced down at the silver pocket watch attached 
to her waist. To someone else, the watch would have shown 
it was a few minutes before noon. And to someone else, the 
watch’s soft ticking would have barely been noticeable. But 
to Brystal, the gentle gears were deafening. Her watch 
wasn’t counting down the hours of her day—it was 
counting down the days of her life. 


Two weeks... 
That’s all you have left... 
To locate the ancient spell book... 


To destroy the Immortal... 


And you still haven’t found either of them yet. 
Tick... Tick... Tick... Tick... 


You’re no closer now than you were a year 
ago.... 


You have to accept the truth.... 
You’re out of time.... 

In thirteen days... 

You will die. 


The curse on Brystal’s mind rarely surfaced these days. 
She had become so good at ignoring the disturbing 
thoughts that she barely noticed them anymore. Even when 
they occasionally got her attention, Brystal loved putting 
them in their place. For her, the disturbing thoughts were 
no longer a powerful curse—they were an old friend she 
enjoyed arguing with. 


You may be right..., she thought. 
But who isn’t on borrowed time? 
Whose days aren’t numbered? 


Knowing when my life ends means I can make the 
most of the time I have left... 


And I’m not going to waste a second of it. 


Brystal clicked the watch shut and tucked it into the 
pocket of her pantsuit. She was standing at the windows of 
her office in the Academy of Magic, taking in the view of 
the rolling green hills, the sparkling blue ocean, and the 
shimmering golden castle around her. Brystal made a point 
to admire the Fairy Territory whenever she could, knowing 
each opportunity might be her last. However, she didn’t let 
herself linger for long—death or no death, she had a lot of 
work to do. 

Thankfully, Brystal didn’t bear the burden of finding the 
ancient spell book and the Immortal alone. For the first 
time, instead of sparing her friends from the truth, Brystal 
had confided in them. They knew all about her deal with 
Death, they knew Brystal only had one year to find the 
Immortal and destroy her with an ancient spell book, or her 
life would end. And before Brystal could even ask for her 
friends’ help, they went straight to work. 

Over the past eleven months and two weeks, Brystal’s 
office had turned into the center of a thorough 
investigation. The fairies covered every surface of the glass 
furniture with stacks of maps and address books of every 
known library, bookstore, and book collector in the world. 
While they worked tirelessly on locating the ancient spell 
book, the witches worked diligently on identifying the 
Immortal. All the walls in the office were filled with birth 
certificates, death certificates, and portraits of very, very 
old ladies. 

After Brystal and Lucy’s trip to the Chariot Hills Library, 
all the libraries had officially been searched, so the fairies 
focused their efforts on contacting bookstores and 
renowned book collectors. The fairies wrote under 
pseudonyms to keep the mission a secret, asking the sellers 
and collectors about any older publications they might have 
in their possession. Each morning, Horence the knight 
heaved a heavy sack of mail into the office and the fairies 
dug through the letters, hoping for a positive lead. 


“I just got a letter from the Book Worm Bookshop in 
Tinzel Heights!” Emerelda announced. “I guess the 
bookstore closed a while ago and was turned into a coffee 
shop. Dang, that’s the fourth one this month. They say they 
donated their books to their local orphanage but none of 
them were older than a decade or two.” 

“The book collector from Fort Longsworth finally wrote 
me back!” Tangerina said. “Mr. Gibbinson says he would be 
happy to show us his collection of old textbooks and his 
collection of taxidermy raccoons. The second part is a little 
concerning, but the first part is promising!” 

“I have an update from the Eastern Kingdom!” Xanthous 
said. “The Page Turner Bookstore in Ironhand says they 
specialize in antique books from all over the globe. They 
even have a few titles dating back to the reign of King 
Champion I! We should go and check it out!” 

Along with the mail, every morning Horence also 
delivered a stack of newspapers from various cities around 
the world. The witches scanned through the obituaries to 
help them eliminate potential Immortal suspects. 

“Another one bites the dust!” Lucy proclaimed. 
“Faradean Fairtucket officially kicked the bucket last week 
at one hundred and twelve years old. She is survived by 
four children, fifteen grandchildren, and seven much 
younger ex-husbands—well, way to go, Faradean! Her last 
words were ‘Oh, there you are, God. I thought you forgot 
about me.’” 

“I have some sad news, too,” Pip said. “Ester Esterwig 
passed away at the age of one hundred and three. She was 
laid to rest yesterday in the Tinzel Heights Forever 
Cemetery. It says she died peacefully in her husband’s 
sleep—apparently Ester was an insomniac. Dang it, I was 
really hoping she’d be the one.” 

“Looks like Windella Parkweed is no longer with us 
either,” Sprout said. “She passed just days before her one 
hundred and fifth birthday. Windella is survived by her 


beloved felines Mayor Whiskers, Purr Baby, Snow Mittens, 
Doctor Hairball, Angel Toes, and Grumpy Puss II. Her 
cause of death is still unknown because the cats ate her 
corpse.” 

“Awesome,” Stitches said with a wide grin. “Mind if I 
hang on to that one?” 

Stitches cut the obituary out of the newspaper and 
pasted it into a scrapbook she kept of gruesome obituaries. 
While Stitches saved the clipping, Beebee flew around the 
office and drew a big red X on the portraits that belonged 
to Faradean Fairtucket, Ester Esterwig, and Windella 
Parkweed. 

“We're r-r-running out of centenarian s-s-suspects,” 
Beebee said. 

“Alleged centenarians,” Stitches said. “I keep telling you 
guys, it doesn’t matter what the newspapers say, these 
obituaries could be fake! The only way we’ll know for sure 
is if we dig these women up and make sure they’re actually 
dead!” 

Pip gulped and raised her hand. “Brystal, can I be 
reassigned to the ancient spell book? The Immortal 
investigation is taking a turn.” 

“I hate to validate her, but Stitches has a point,” 
Emerelda said. “Who knows how many times the Immortal 
has had to fake her death to avoid suspicion? If we’re going 
to track her down, we’ll have to think outside of the box. 
It’s not like the oldest woman in the world is just going to 
walk through the door.” 

Suddenly, the office doors swung open and Mrs. Vee 
stepped inside. 

“Hello, hello, hello!” the bubbly housekeeper sang. “I 
thought you might be hungry so I whipped you up some 
boysenberry soufflé! You aren’t going to believe this, but 
one of the prisoners you rescued from the Righteous 
Empire yesterday is an award-winning pastry chef! How 
lucky is that? We’ve been exchanging recipes all morning. 


Stitches, Sprout, and Beebee, per your dietary requests, I 
sprinkled some spider legs in your soufflés to remind you of 
home. But that’s not the first time I’ve put a bug in 
someone’s food! HA-HA!” 

Skylene’s eyes grew wide and she pointed an accusatory 
finger at the housekeeper. 

“Oh my God! Mrs. Vee is the Immortal!” she declared. 
“Why didn’t we think of this sooner?! She’s the oldest 
person we know! Even her jokes are ancient!” 

Mrs. Vee rolled her eyes and set the tray of boysenberry 
soufflés on the tea table. 

“Once again, Skylene, I’m humbled by your high opinion 
of me,” the housekeeper said. “If I was the Immortal do you 
think I would look like this?” 

“What do you mean, Mrs. Vee?” Tangerina asked. 

“I imagine the best part of being Immortal is that you 
don’t age,” she explained. “Otherwise, why would anyone 
want to live forever? I wouldn’t want to spend eternity 
getting older and older, and weaker and weaker. I don’t 
even like raisins in salad, I certainly wouldn’t want one ina 
mirror! HA-HA!” 

The fairies and witches froze and looked to one another 
with collective dread. 

“Of course!” Pip said, and anxiously tugged on her ears. 
“This whole time we’ve been looking for an old woman! But 
the Immortal could be any age! That means she could be 
anybody!” 

“That’s like f-f-finding a needle in a m-m-mountain of 
hay!” Beebee said. “How are w-w-we supposed to track her 
d-d-down?” 

“Everybody relax!” Stitches said. “There’s a very simple 
solution to this. We’ll just have to dig up every woman 
who’s ever lived. I’m more than happy to lead the charge.” 

The fairies and witches moped around the office, 
moaning and groaning despairingly. Strangely, the one 
person the revelation affected the most seemed affected 


the least. Brystal remained surprisingly calm, as if the 
development was as trivial as a weather forecast. 

“We’ll just have to expand the search, that’s all,” she 
said with a shrug. “Now let’s get back to the ancient spell 
book. Tangerina, I want you and Skylene to visit the book 
collector in Fort Longsworth as soon as possible. Bring 
back anything that resembles what we’re looking for. And 
Xanthous, I want you and Emerelda to go to the Eastern 
Kingdom straightaway and check out the Page Turner 
Bookstore. Make sure you all dress as civilians and hide 
your magic—we don’t want word getting out that the Fairy 
Council is looking for an ancient book.” 

Emerelda crossed her arms and gave Brystal a stern 
look, like she was reading her mind—and to Brystal’s 
dismay, Emerelda usually could. 

“Is it just my imagination, or are you more interested in 
finding the ancient spell book than the Immortal?” 
Emerelda asked. 

Brystal sighed. “At this point, I think finding the book is a 
better use of our time.” 

“But we need both of them to save you from Death,” 
Emerelda said. “I hope your curse isn’t trying to confuse 
you.” 

“This isn’t the curse talking, I promise,” she said. “I only 
have two weeks left to live and I want to be as productive 
and practical as possible. Finding the Immortal will only 
save me, but finding the ancient spell book will save the 
entire world. Whatever spell is powerful enough to destroy 
the Immortal is also powerful enough to destroy the Army 
of the Dead—it would put an end to Seven and the 
Righteous Brotherhood’s reign of terror once and for all! 
Pll die much happier knowing you have the tools to finally 
defeat them.” 

“That’s very noble of you, but like you said, we still have 
two whole weeks,” Emerelda said. “Even if our chances of 
finding the Immortal are slim, we still have to try our best, 


otherwise we’ll always regret not doing more to save you.” 

The fairies and the witches nodded along with 
Emerelda’s remarks. Brystal was touched by their devotion. 

“All right then,” she said. “I won’t give up just yet.” 

Lucy cleared her throat. “Can I throw my two cents into 
this tip jar? If you’re looking for something practical and 
productive to do with your time, there’s a very practical 
and very productive source of information we still haven’t 
consulted yet,” she said, raising her eyebrows impatiently. 
“If anyone knows how to find the Immortal or the ancient 
spell book, it’s going to be Madame Weatherberry.” 

Brystal took a deep breath and looked to the floor. “I 
know, I know,” she said. “It’s just... asking her for help 
means I have to tell her the truth about everything. And 
she was so happy to hear about the legalization of magic—I 
can’t imagine how helpless she’ll feel knowing about the 
Army of the Dead and my deal with Death. It seems cruel to 
trouble her.” 

Lucy placed her hands on her hips. “Brystal, the woman 
is frozen in a block of ice in the middle of nowhere. She’s 
not exactly living the good life.” 

Brystal turned to the enchanted globe beside her desk 
and gazed at the twinkling lights above the Northern 
Mountains. Unbeknownst to the others, Brystal had a very 
specific reason for not seeking Madame Weatherberry’s 
help, but it had nothing to do with making Madame 
Weatherberry feel helpless. Unfortunately, Brystal had put 
the meeting off for as long as she could. 

“You’re right, I should speak to her while I still have a 
chance,” she said. “So we all have our assignments. 
Xanthous and Emerelda will travel to the Eastern Kingdom, 
Tangerina and Skylene will visit the book collector in Fort 
Longsworth, and Stitches, Sprout, Beebee, and Pip will 
start searching for women who look really, really good for 
their age. In the meantime, Lucy and I will head north.” 





CHAPTER THREE 
a 


THe Icy TRUTH 


Brystal and Lucy dressed in their warmest clothes and left 


for the Northern Mountains that afternoon. They departed 
the Academy of Magic in a giant bubble, soared high above 
the Troll and Goblin Territories, and were descending into 
the chilly Northern Kingdom by nightfall. The bubble 
landed safely on a slope directly below the shimmering 
Northern Lights and the girls searched the snowy terrain 
for Madame Weatherberry’s cave. Thankfully, the weather 
was kind tonight and the entrance was easy to spot. 

It had been over a year since Brystal visited Madame 
Weatherberry, but as she and Lucy wandered down the long 
entrance tunnel and emerged into the spacious cave, 
everything felt eerily familiar—as if the cold air had frozen 
time itself. 

Brystal waved her wand and covered all the stalactites 
above them in twinkling lights that illuminated the cave 
like a dozen chandeliers. The girls headed to the back of 
the cave where the grisly Snow Queen was frozen in a wall 
of ice. Every inch of the witch’s monstrous appearance— 
from her cracked and frostbitten skin to her jagged and 
rotten teeth—was just as terrifying as they remembered, if 
not more. 

“Well, this is a pleasant surprise,” said a soft voice 
behind them. 

Brystal and Lucy turned around and discovered the spirit 
of a beautiful woman standing behind them. She wore an 


elegant plum dress that matched the color of her bright 
eyes and her dark hair was styled beneath an elaborate 
fascinator with feathers and ribbons. The woman’s smile 
was so warm Brystal could have sworn the temperature 
rose a few degrees. 

“Hello, Madame Weatherberry,” Brystal said. “It’s 
wonderful to see you again.” 

“Holy egg whites—you look fantastic!” Lucy declared. 
“Isolation has done you wonders! If I didn’t know better, I’d 
ask for your magic surgeon.” 

Madame Weatherberry chuckled. “It’s nice to see you, 
too, Lucy,” she said. “I’m guessing Brystal has told you the 
truth about why I’m here.” 

“Actually, the others know about it, too, 
confessed. 

“I can’t imagine the disappointment I’ve caused,” 
Madame Weatherberry said, and somberly shook her head. 
“Finding out I lied is one thing, but learning I was behind 
the Snow Queen all along is indefensible. I am profoundly 
sorry and hope you can forgive me.” 

“Forgive you? Madame Weatherberry, I’m here to option 
the play rights!” Lucy said. 

“Pardon?” she asked. 

“I mean, your life story is a theatrical smash waiting to 
happen,” Lucy said. “Think about it! The Snow Queen grew 
inside of you like a parasite, feeding off a lifetime of 
suppressed heartbreak and rage—that’s every actor’s 
dream role! And how you unleashed the Snow Queen on a 
world that hated magic just to prove how much the world 
needed magic—man, what a genius third act twist! And 
now you’re stuck in an icy cavern, with a spirit detached 
from your former body, forced to relive your mistakes over 
and over again until the end of time—IJ smell awards! This 
show is going to run longer than Bats!” 

Madame Weatherberry didn’t know what to say. She 
never thought her personal tragedies could be so 


” 


Brystal 


profitable. 

“I’m glad you find my life so entertaining, Lucy,” she 
said. 

“TIl draw up the contracts on another day,” Lucy said. 
“Right now, we’ve got much bigger fish to fry. Go ahead, 
Brystal.” 

Lucy gave Brystal an aggressive pat on the back that 
nudged her forward. Brystal’s body immediately went tense 
and she gazed at the snowy ground to avoid making eye 
contact. Before saying a word, Brystal already regretted 
speaking. 

“Madame Weatherberry, do you remember our last 
conversation?” she asked. 

“How could I forget?” Madame Weatherberry asked. 
“You told me the wonderful news about the legalization of 
magic.... You had concerns about your friend Pip joining a 
school of witchcraft.... You mentioned you had been feeling 
sad and couldn’t explain why.... And you told me about the 
unfortunate return of the Righteous Brotherhood.” 

Brystal nodded sheepishly and focused all her attention 
on the snow beneath her shoes. 

“Right,” she said. “Well, there have been a few updates.” 

“Good updates?” the fairy asked. 

Brystal and Lucy exchanged a discouraging glance and 
Madame Weatherberry’s bright smile faded. 

“Treat it like a bandage, Brystal,” Lucy said. “The 
quicker the better!” 

Brystal took a deep breath, straightened her posture, 
and began her summary of the previous year. She started 
by telling Madame Weatherberry that her disturbing 
thoughts had been caused by a horrible curse, but 
thankfully, she had learned to manage it. Brystal told her 
she had been cursed by Mistress Mara, the founder of the 
Ravencrest School of Witchcraft, and how the witch was 
using the school as a front to create a Shadow Beast to 
boost her powers. Next, Brystal explained that Mistress 


Mara had teamed up with the Righteous Brotherhood, and 
together, they had used the Shadow Beast to bring back the 
invincible Army of the Dead. And finally, Brystal had the 
unfortunate task of telling Madame Weatherberry that the 
Righteous Brotherhood had taken over the Southern 
Kingdom and turned it into an oppressive Righteous 
Empire. 

“My word,” Madame Weatherberry gasped. “Even in my 
worst nightmares I never dreamed of something so 
terrible.” 

“But wait, there’s more,” Lucy said. 

Clearly, Madame Weatherberry couldn’t imagine how 
things could possibly be worse. Just the thought of telling 
her the next part made Brystal feel physically ill. She 
closed her eyes and clenched her fists, as if she was 
squeezing the information out of her body. 

“At one point the curse convinced me to surrender to the 
Righteous Brotherhood,” she said. “They took me to their 
fortress and... and... and...” 

“And they killed her!” Lucy exclaimed. 

Madame Weatherberry shook her head as if her ears 
were betraying her. 

“Did you say the Righteous Brotherhood killed her?” she 
asked. 

Brystal and Lucy nodded. 

“But how is that possible? You’re standing right in front 
of me!” 

“They covered me in chains made of bloodstone,” Brystal 
recalled. “I tried to fight it off, but the chains made me 
weaker and weaker, and I eventually drifted to the other 
side. I traveled to a big gray field floating somewhere 
between the world of the living and the great unknown. 
There were stars and planets and galaxies all around me 
that I could feel and hear just as easily as I could see them. 
The field was covered with hundreds of gorgeous white 
trees. Each tree had the name of a different person and a 


silver clock that was counting down their time left on earth. 
It was all so strange and frightening, and yet beautiful and 
peaceful at the same time.” 

Until now, Madame Weatherberry had been glancing 
back and forth at the girls as if they were telling her a 
morbid joke, but after Brystal’s detailed account of the 
afterlife, her expression became very serious. 

“How did you come back to life?” she asked, almost 
afraid to hear the answer. 

“Oh, buckle up, Madame Weatherberry,” Lucy warned. 
“This part makes your third act surprise seem like an 
intermission raffle!” 

Brystal’s posture sank. “I made a deal with Death.” 

“Death?” Madame Weatherberry gasped. “Are you saying 
Death is a person?” 

“Yes,” Brystal said. “He looked exactly like I always 
imagined—and yet, I wasn’t afraid of him. It’s hard to 
explain.” 

“And what sort of deal did you make with him?” Madame 
Weatherberry pressed. 

“Apparently, several centuries ago, a woman tricked 
Death into gifting her with immortality. Since then, this 
woman—this Jmmortal—has roamed the earth, making a 
mockery of everything life and death stand for. Death said 
if I agreed to find and destroy the Immortal, he would give 
me back my life. But the only way to destroy her is by using 
a spell from an ancient spell book. He also said I could use 
the same spell to annihilate the Army of the Dead. Once I 
knew that, I couldn’t turn him down.” 

“But,” Lucy said. 

Brystal groaned— whose story was this? 

“But Death only gave me a year to complete the mission. 
He said if I don’t find the ancient spell book and destroy the 
Immortal in twelve months, he’s going to take my life 
back.” 

“How much time do you have left?” Madame 


Weatherberry asked. 

Brystal winced—she knew this was going to be the 
hardest part to hear. 

“Two weeks.” 

Madame Weatherberry was just a spirit, but the news 
was so shocking, even she needed to sit down. Her knees 
buckled and her body dropped through the air, as if she had 
sunk into an invisible seat. 

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” the fairy asked. 

“For the record, I told her this cave should have been 
our first stop,” Lucy said. “Brystal didn’t want to burden 
you with more problems. She thought your plate was full 
enough with—well, you know—the guilt of unintentionally 
murdering thousands of innocent people and damaging 
massive amounts of property as the Snow Queen. Wow, now 
that I say that out loud, I suddenly understand where she 
was coming from.” 

Madame Weatherberry studied Brystal’s face with a 
suspicious gaze—there was something Brystal wasn’t 
telling her. 

“Lucy’s right—I didn’t want to trouble you,” Brystal said, 
and then quickly changed the subject. “We’re hoping you 
can help us find the ancient spell book. We’ve searched 
every library and nearly every bookstore in the world, and 
so far, we haven’t found a trace of it anywhere. Madame 
Weatherberry, have you ever heard of a spell that’s 
powerful enough to destroy an Immortal? Or what book it’s 
in?” 

Madame Weatherberry got to her feet and quietly paced 
around the frigid cave. Her translucent hand rubbed her 
translucent chin as she went deeper and deeper into 
thought. As she searched her memory for an answer, the 
girls could tell one idea in particular kept coming back to 
her. No matter how many times Madame Weatherberry 
waved the notion off, it returned again and again like a 
hungry pet. Finally, she had no choice but to acknowledge 


it. 

“As a matter of fact, I have heard of a book that fits that 
description,” Madame Weatherberry said. “I believe Death 
was referring to the Book of Sorcery.” 

Hearing the title sent shivers down Brystal’s and Lucy’s 
spines. They both stood straight up—eager to learn more. 

“What’s the Book of Sorcery?” Lucy asked. 

“Isn’t sorcery just another word to describe magic?” 
Brystal asked. 

“Traditionally, sorcery is used to describe the most 
ancient practices of magic,” Madame Weatherberry 
explained. “And according to legend, the Book of Sorcery is 
the most powerful spell book ever created. They say in 
ancient times a group of sorcerers and sorceresses, both 
good and evil, gathered together and catalogued their 
greatest enchantments in one manuscript. The book has 
the power to control all the elements in the universe. There 
are spells to take life away from the living, spells to give 
life to the dying, and even spells to resurrect the dead. The 
book can bestow extraordinary gifts to the weak and strip 
abilities from the strong, it can take someone through 
space and time, and it can summon a choir of angels from 
heaven or an army of demons from the depths of hell. 
Naturally, if a book like that fell into the wrong hands it 
could bring about the end of existence as we know it. So 
the sorcerers and sorceresses hid the Book of Sorcery far 
away, in the only place it would be safe.” 

“Where?” Brystal and Lucy asked in unison. 

“The Temple of Knowledge,” Madame Weatherberry 
said. 

Brystal and Lucy were fascinated, but neither had heard 
of such a place. 

“Madame Weatherberry, I’ve traveled to every corner of 
the kingdoms and I’ve never seen a Temple of Knowledge 
before,” Brystal said. 

“That’s because it’s not part of the known world,” she 


said. “The location is magically concealed from all maps 
and globes to protect the objects inside it. Just like the 
Book of Sorcery, the temple contains a vault that harbors 
other extraordinary objects with remarkable capabilities.” 

“Is the temple difficult to get into?” Lucy asked. 

“Extremely,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Legend says 
the temple is also protected by a tribe of unlikely guardians 
who’ve dedicated their lives to keeping it safe from 
intruders. Even if you get past them, you must survive a 
series of physical, mental, and emotional tests waiting 
inside the temple. And finally, before entering the vault you 
must come face-to-face with the deadliest and most 
dangerous creature ever to roam the earth.” 

“Oh, is that all?” Lucy said with a nervous laugh. “It 
sounds like a jazz club I snuck into once. Maybe there’s a 
bouncer we can bribe.” 

Brystal appreciated Lucy’s attempt to make light of the 
situation, but just the thought of finding and surviving the 
Temple of Knowledge made her feel light-headed. 

“We’ve got to get back to the academy and tell the 
others,” Brystal said. “The sooner we start looking for the 
Temple of Knowledge, the better off we’ll be.” 

Brystal headed out of the tunnel without saying good-bye 
to Madame Weatherberry. Lucy cleared her throat to get 
her attention. 

“Aren't you forgetting something?” she asked. 

“What?” Brystal asked. 

Lucy rolled her eyes. “The Book of Sorcery and the 
Temple of Knowledge are a great start, but we need to find 
the Immortal, too, otherwise you’re toast!” she reminded 
her. “Madame Weatherberry, do you have any clue who the 
Immortal is?” 

The fairy went quiet again as she thought about it, but 
unfortunately, nothing came to mind. 

“I’m sorry,” Madame Weatherberry said. “But perhaps I 
can give guidance on how to find her?” 


“Fantastic! We’re all ears!” Lucy said. 

“First, I suspect the Immortal would gain a lot of 
attention if they stayed in one place for long, so I would 
look for women who’ve lived in many different parts of the 
world,” she said. “Second, I also suspect the Immortal 
wouldn’t want to spend eternity working, so I bet she’s 
found a way to remain wealthy. Keep an eye on women in 
the upper classes. Third, someone with that much life 
experience is bound to leave an impression on someone 
else. I would consult the elders of each village—maybe they 
have old and recent memories of the same person.” 

“Worldly, wealthy, and wild—got it!” 

Lucy clung to every word of Madame Weatherberry’s 
advice and started taking notes of her suggestions. Brystal 
stayed silent and pretended to listen, but mentally, she was 
focused only on finding the Temple of Knowledge. 
Eventually, she became so fixated on it, her attentive 
facade dissolved completely and her eyes darted around 
the cave. 

“You aren’t listening to a word I’m saying.” 

The voice came out of nowhere and startled Brystal. She 
looked over her shoulder and saw Madame Weatherberry 
was Standing right behind her. But strangely, when she 
looked back in front of her, Madame Weatherberry was still 
talking to Lucy, too. 

“How are you in two places at once?” Brystal asked. 

“You'd be amazed at the things a spirit can do without a 
body weighing it down,” Madame Weatherberry said. “Now, 
why aren’t you listening to my advice about the Immortal?” 

“T am listening,” Brystal said. 

Madame Weatherberry raised an eyebrow at her. 
“Brystal, you’re the best student I’ve ever had—I can tell 
when you’re interested in a subject and when you’re not.” 

Brystal could feel her heart rate starting to rise. 

“I... I... [just think finding the Book of Sorcery is a better 
use of our time,” she said. “Finding the book will help us 


save the world from the Righteous Brotherhood, but 
destroying the Immortal will only save me. And what are 
the chances we'll actually find her in two weeks?” 

“Ah, I see,” Madame Weatherberry said. “You don’t want 
to find her.” 

“Of course I want to find her!” Brystal lied. “What makes 
you think I don’t?” 

“Because you always accomplish what you set your mind 
on, despite how impossible it seems,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. “So there’s only one logical explanation 
for why you aren’t setting your mind on the Immortal—you 
don’t want to find her. And I’m not letting you leave this 
cave until you tell me why.” 

Brystal took a deep breath and let out a long sigh. This 
was the moment she had spent the past year trying to 
avoid. And now that it was finally here, Brystal knew it was 
useless to hide the truth. 

“There’s no point in searching for the Immortal,” she 
said. “Even if we did find her, I could never go through with 
it—I couldn’t kill someone.” 

“So you’re just going to let yourself die?” 

“I don’t want to die, but I can’t justify taking someone’s 
life to save my own—especially a woman whose only crime 
is living.” 

“Is that why you waited so long to see me?” she asked. 

Brystal nodded. “I knew it would break your heart.” 

“But what about your friends? They must be beside 
themselves.” 

“I haven’t told them yet,” Brystal said. “Trust me, I’ve 
spent months agonizing over this, but I don’t see another 
option. Even if I did destroy the Immortal, I couldn’t live 
with myself afterward. I’d much rather die twice than kill 
once. There’s nothing you can do to help me.” 

Brystal expected Madame Weatherberry to passionately 
object and continue the argument for as long as possible, 
but surprisingly, the fairy didn’t try to change her mind. 


Instead, Madame Weatherberry looked toward the back of 
the cave, somberly staring at the Snow Queen. 

“No, you're right...,” she said softly. “I wouldn’t wish that 
kind of guilt on anyone.... It’s far worse than death....” 

Until now, Brystal had never realized how much pain 
Madame Weatherberry was in. Being trapped in the cave 
with the Snow Queen’s frozen body was a constant 
reminder of all the mistakes she had made and the people 
she had hurt. Brystal could tell what a tremendous toll it 
had taken on Madame Weatherberry’s soul. Before she 
could think of something comforting to say, Madame 
Weatherberry disappeared from Brystal’s side. At the same 
time, the other Madame Weatherberry wrapped up her 
conversation with Lucy. 

“Last but not least, I would search for women who own a 
lot of antiques,” the fairy suggested. “The Immortal’s 
collection could be mementos in disguise.” 

“That sure beats chasing old ladies and obituaries! 
Thanks for all the tips, Madame Weatherberry!” Lucy said. 
“Okay, Brystal, now we leave.” 

“Will I see you again?” Madame Weatherberry asked. 

Brystal knew this might be the last time she ever saw 
Madame Weatherberry, but she didn’t have the heart to tell 
her. Saying a final good-bye to Madame Weatherberry was 
too painful to bear. 

“TIl try to come back as soon as I can,” she said. 

“Please do,” the fairy said. “Good luck, girls. I’m here 
whenever you need me.” 

Brystal and Lucy headed out of the cave and Madame 
Weatherberry waved happily as they left, but once they 
were out of sight, her cheerful expression drained away. 
Brystal’s situation made Madame Weatherberry feel more 
powerless and trapped than ever before. Her anguished 
eyes drifted toward the Snow Queen once more, but this 
time, the sight of the dreadful witch gave the fairy a 
surprisingly hopeful idea. 


Perhaps Brystal was wrong—perhaps there was 
something Madame Weatherberry could do to help her.... 





CHAPTER FOUR 
Do 


THE MESSAGE 


The Eastern Kingdom was the proud global leader of 


metal manufacturing. Under the leadership of their beloved 
Queen Endustria, the country ingeniously combined the 
natural minerals in its rich soil with the natural heat of its 
many active volcanoes and created the world’s most 
productive steel, iron, and copper factories. The kingdom’s 
capital, Ironhand, was a testament to its prosperous trade. 
The city was a bustling metropolis of tall buildings, 
multilevel walkways, and crowded streets—and every inch 
of the busy town, from the tips of the towers to the bricks 
of the boulevards, was made from the kingdom’s prized 
metals. 

Unfortunately, the endless smoke bellowing from the 
factories meant the kingdom lived in a constant haze of 
pollution, but the citizens thought that was a small price to 
pay for a—cough—booming economy. 

The day after Brystal sent them to the Eastern Kingdom, 
Emerelda and Xanthous arrived in Ironhand on a passenger 
boat in the late afternoon. As the boat sailed down the 
Eastern River that snaked through the center of the capital, 
the duo was in awe of the towering structures around 
them. They had visited Ironhand many times in the past, 
with the Fairy Council, but the energetic city never ceased 
to amaze them. There was something about Ironhand that 
made them feel like they were at the center of the world. 

“Okay, remember our story,” Emerelda said. “I’m Emmy 


Teardrop and you’re Xach Fairchild. We’re students from 
the Western Lake Finishing School in Fort Longsworth. 
We’re staying with my cousin, Ruby, and are planning to 
visit the Museum of Unnatural History and see the Goblin 
Tenors at the Old Spinster Theater.” 

“Gosh, do we really need a story that elaborate?” 
Xanthous asked. 

“Probably not, but it’s kind of fun to be undercover,” she 
said with a playful grin. 

Emerelda checked her reflection in a small hand mirror. 
She was wearing a dark green hat with a wide brim, a long 
coat with a high collar, and a pair of thick emerald 
sunglasses. In fact, Emerelda’s disguise was so stylish, she 
was actually drawing attention from the other passengers 
on the boat. Xanthous, on the other hand, had kept it 
simple with just a plain white shirt, a burlap vest, and black 
trousers. He had extinguished the flames on his head and 
shoulders and exposed his short blond hair for the first 
time in years. 

As Emerelda made little adjustments to her appearance, 
Xanthous noticed she was still wearing the diamond 
bracelet she usually wore. 

“Em, you forgot to take off your jewelry,” he whispered. 

“No, I didn’t,” Emerelda said. “Just because Emmy is a 
civilian doesn’t mean she can’t have style.” 

Xanthous laughed. He reached into the pocket of his vest 
and removed one of his trademark golden bow ties. 

“Would you help me with this?” he asked. “I think Xach 
could use a pop of color.” 

A few minutes later, the boat docked at a steel pier and 
Emerelda and Xanthous departed with the other 
passengers. They unfolded a large map of the capital and 
searched for the location of the Page Turner Bookstore. All 
the streets in Ironhand crisscrossed like a giant grid and 
they found the bookstore on the corner of Industry Street 
and Revenue Avenue. They followed the map to the 


intersection—narrowly avoiding getting hit by speeding 
carriages and trampled by pushy pedestrians along the way 
—and eventually arrived at the bookstore. A sign hanging 
over the entrance read: 


THE 
PAGE TURNER 
BOOKSTORE 


SPECIALIZING IN USED AND ANTIQUE 
PUBLICATIONS 


FAMILY OWNED AND OPERATED SINCE 289 


Emerelda and Xanthous didn’t need the sign to know the 
bookstore had been around for centuries. The Page Turner 
Bookstore was the only building in Ironhand that was built 
out of logs. It stood out in the metallic city like a sore, 
wooden thumb. 

The duo hurried across the street and pushed through 
the store’s heavy wooden doors. As they stepped inside, 
they were greeted by the musky smell of old paper and 
leather, which was a nice change from the polluted air 
outside. However, their first sight of the bookstore was 
anything but a relief. The store was so big they couldn’t see 
where it ended. The shelves seemed to go on and on 
forever without a back wall in sight. Old books not only 
filled the shelves to max capacity, but they were also 
stacked across the floor and on every available surface. 

As the door shut behind them, a bell tied to the handle 
announced the presence of customers. The elderly 
shopkeeper peeked his head out from a stack of books at 
the front counter. He was a handsome man with bright 
white hair that was neatly slicked back. He wore a crisp 
blue suit with a pink tie that matched his round spectacles. 


“Why, hello there,” the shopkeeper said. “May I help 
you?” 

“Hello, sir,” Emerelda said with a shallow curtsy. “My 
name is Emmy ‘Teardrop and this is my friend Xach 
Fairchild. We’re civilian students from the Western Lake 
Finishing School in Fort Longsworth and we’ve come to the 
city to visit the Unnatural History Museum and see the 
Goblin Tenors perform.” 

The shopkeeper gave her a curious look. 

“Good for you,” he said. “Do you need directions?” 

“Oh no, we’re here to look at your books,” Emerelda 
said. 

The shopkeeper was pleasantly surprised. 

“In that case, welcome, Miss Teardrop and Mr. 
Fairchild,” he said. “You’ll have to forgive me. People your 
age are rarely interested in old books—heck, people my age 
are rarely interested in old books. My name is Mr. Turner, 
of the Page Turner Turners. Can I help you find anything in 
particular?” 

Emerelda stared at him blankly—she hadn’t thought of 
that part of their cover story yet. 

“We’re searching for a gift,” Xanthous decided. “You see, 
Emmy’s cousin, Ruby, is letting us stay with her during our 
visit. We thought an antique book would be the perfect way 
to thank her.” 

“Then you’ve come to the right place,” Mr. Turner said. 
“Feel free to look around and let me know if anything pops 
out. That’s the magic of old books—sometimes they’re the 
ones who find you.” 

“Tf only,” Xanthous said with an awkward laugh. 

Emerelda pulled him aside to whisper in his ear. 

“T’ll start in the back, you start in the front, and we'll 
meet in the middle,” she said. 

“Deal,” Xanthous whispered. 

Emerelda wandered off to find the back of the store— 
wherever that might be—and Xanthous started searching 


the shelves in the front. As Xanthous scanned through the 
old books he felt the strange sensation of being watched. 
He looked up and saw Mr. Turner peering at him through 
the stacks of books on the counter. The shopkeeper 
watched Xanthous with a friendly smile, as if there was 
something amusing about him. 

“What’s so funny?” Xanthous asked. 

“Tm sorry, I don’t mean to stare,” Mr. Turner said. “You 
just remind me of someone.” 

Xanthous became paranoid. Had he blown his cover 
without realizing it? 

“Who might that be?” he asked. 

“Myself,” the shopkeeper said with a light chuckle. “I 
used to have a bow tie just like that when I was your age— 
one in every color, as a matter of fact. Bow ties were, well, 
how we knew each other back then.” 

Xanthous was confused. “Knew what?” he asked. 

“Oh, nothing,” Mr. Turner said, and waved the notion off. 
“It was a different time.” 

Xanthous had the feeling the shopkeeper was trying to 
imply something—like they had more in common than just 
bow ties—but Mr. Turner didn’t allude to anything more. 
Xanthous didn’t know what to say so he just smiled and 
kept searching through the books. 

A few hours later, Xanthous had combed through 
thousands and thousands of titles. His fingers were covered 
in paper cuts after searching through the mysteries, 
fantasies, adventures, and autobiographies. Eventually, he 
came to a section of romances. 

The love stories were filled with illustrations of young 
lovers—some tragic, some comedic, and some not 
appropriate for his adolescent eyes. The images became 
annoyingly predictable after a while. Each featured one 
young man and one young woman who shared the same 
dreamy, doe-eyed expression. It made Xanthous laugh at 
first, but the longer he flipped through the romances, the 


lonelier and lonelier he felt. There were hundreds and 
hundreds of love stories in the store, and yet not a single 
one depicted the kind of love he could relate to. 

“I’m afraid they don’t write love stories for people like 
us.” 

Xanthous looked up and saw Mr. Turner standing over 
him. 

“Excuse me?” he asked. 

The shopkeeper let out a sad sigh. “Things have changed 
so much over the years, but the world just isn’t ready for us 
yet,” he said. “But that doesn’t mean we should give up the 
fight.” 

“I don’t understand,” Xanthous said. “What do you mean 
people like us?” 

“How old are you, son?” Mr. Turner asked. 

“Fourteen.” 

A bittersweet smile came to the shopkeeper’s face. 

“You'll learn soon enough,” he said. “I wasn’t certain 
when I was your age either.” 

It took Xanthous a moment to realize what the 
shopkeeper was referring to, and as soon as he understood, 
his face went pale and his stomach dropped. Apparently, 
Xanthous had blown his cover, it just wasn’t the cover he 
thought. 

“Well, I unfortunately have to lock up now,” Mr. Turner 
said. “The store will be open again tomorrow at eight 
o’clock if you and your friend want to come back.” 

“Thanks for letting me know,” he said. 

Xanthous raced out of the store with the urgency of 
escaping a tiger, but in reality, he was trying to escape the 
truth. Outside, the noise of the intersection was deafening. 
People fought for space on the walkways, carriages fought 
for dominance of the roads, and street performers 
competed for spare change—but Xanthous didn’t hear any 
of it. He was lost in his own head, with one distressing 
thought repeating itself. How did he know? How did he 


know? 

“Who would have thought there would be so many old 
books in one place?” Emerelda said as she stepped outside. 
“What sections did you get through?” 

“Um...” Xanthous struggled to recall—his current state 
of mind made it hard to think of anything else. “Mystery, 
fantasy, adventure, autobiography, and romances.” 

“Lucky,” Emerelda said. “I was stuck in the medical and 
self-help section. Do you know how misguided medical 
advice was in olden times? They thought leeches and 
sacrificing sheep were the answers to everything! It’s a 
miracle any of our ancestors survived. I guess we’ll have to 
come back tomorrow and finish searching.” 

“Should we head to the academy for the night?” 
Xanthous asked, desperate to get as far away from the 
bookstore as possible. 

“It'd be easier if we stayed in the city tonight,” she said. 
“Let’s find the nearest inn and come back first thing in the 
morning.” 

Emerelda and Xanthous searched the map for the closest 
hotel and found a tavern called Copper Mugs and Suites 
down the road. To say the tavern was run-down was putting 
it mildly—the building was about five decades overdue for 
an upgrade—but Emerelda was certain no one would 
suspect members of the Fairy Council were staying in a 
place like this. They tried to book two rooms for the night, 
but the innkeeper insisted the tavern had a no-minors- 
allowed-without-an-adult policy. So Emerelda slid a handful 
of jewels across the counter. 

“Now can we book two rooms?” she asked. 

The innkeeper suddenly had a change of heart and was 
more than happy to accommodate them. He led the duo 
across the pub, through a storage room, and down a rickety 
flight of stairs to the basement where the last available 
suites were located. 

“The bathroom is down the hall,” the innkeeper said as 


he handed them the keys. “Stay out of trouble, and if 
anyone asks, you’re both short for your age.” 

Xanthous’s “suite” was the size of a large closet. It had 
four metal walls that were covered in peeling wallpaper, no 
window, and a lumpy bed with feathers poking out of the 
mattress. However, Xanthous couldn’t have cared less 
about the drab room. Mentally, he was still at the Page 
Turner Bookstore, reliving his conversation with Mr. 
Turner. 

How could a complete stranger have known so much 
about him? How could his biggest secret have been 
detected so easily? Was it more than just his bow tie? Was 
there something about the way he talked or walked that 
made it obvious? And if Mr. Turner had figured it out, 
would his friends start figuring it out, too? Would they still 
want to be his friend after they learned the truth? Would he 
still be welcome at the academy? 

The endless questions were torturous and replayed in his 
mind over and over again. He couldn’t stop thinking about 
the phrases Mr. Turner had used, like, That’s how we knew 
each other back then, They don’t write love stories for 
people like us, and The world just isn’t ready for us yet. 

Indeed, it wasn’t. Xanthous knew all too well how the 
world treated people like him—he saw it every day growing 
up in his small village. And it was even worse than the 
discrimination against magic. 

It always started with a rumor. The rumor would inspire 
jokes, the jokes would turn into slurs, the slurs would turn 
into harassment, and eventually, the harassment would lead 
to arrests or disappearances. Xanthous’s father must have 
grown suspicious about him because he had warned 
Xanthous of the consequences since he was a small child, 
and occasionally, he even tried to beat it out of him. 

Unlike magic, this was something Xanthous could easily 
hide. So he learned how to tuck the truth away—convinced 
if he pushed it down deep enough, it couldn’t hurt him. 


Perhaps he had gotten too comfortable over the years— 
perhaps the acceptance of magic made him forget about 
the parts of him that weren’t accepted. Unfortunately, the 
day had been a brutal reminder and Xanthous had never 
felt so vulnerable in his life. The thought of returning to the 
bookstore the next morning—and the thought of seeing Mr. 
Turner again—made Xanthous feel sick to his stomach. 

Fortunately, Xanthous was temporarily distracted from 
his concerns by a knock on the door. Emerelda let herself 
inside and took a good look at his suite. 

“I came to see if your room was better than mine,” she 
said. “It’s like comparing rotten apples to rotten oranges.” 

Emerelda expected Xanthous to laugh, but he didn’t 
even smile. 

“Are you okay?” she asked. “You don’t seem like 
yourself.” 

“TIl be fine,” Xanthous said. “There’s just a lot on my 
mind.” 

Emerelda shut the door and stretched out on the lumpy 
mattress beside him. 

“Good, I could use a distraction,” she said. “One of those 
street performers got his lousy song stuck in my head. 
What are you thinking about?” 

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he said. 

“Come on, Xanthous,” she pleaded. “It’s impossible to 
sleep in this place. We can either talk or play Guess What 
Died in the Walls. The choice is yours.” 

Xanthous groaned. “If you must know, I’ve been thinking 
about love,” he said. 

Emerelda clenched her teeth. “Ooooooh,” she said. “I 
think I know what this is about.” 

“You do?” Xanthous asked in a panic. 

“Yeah,” she said with a confident nod. “Listen, I’m really 
flattered—and I think the absolute world of you—but I’ve 
always thought of you as a brother.” 

Xanthous did a double take. “What?!” he exclaimed. 


“I suspected you had feelings for me, and I’ve been 
meaning to let you down gently, but I didn’t want to make 
things awkward between us.” 

Xanthous waved his hands back and forth like he was 
trying to stop a speeding carriage. 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” he said. “Em, I don’t have a crush 
on you!” 

“Why not?” she asked with a scowl. “What’s wrong with 
me?” 

“Nothing! I didn’t mean it like that! You’re amazing and 
smart and talented and—” 

Emerelda burst out laughing. “Relax, I’m only teasing 
you!” She chuckled. “You’re one of my best friends! I know 
I’m not your type—no girl is. But you should have seen the 
look on your face when I—” 

Suddenly, Xanthous’s face turned bright red and his 
hands started shaking. At first Emerelda didn’t know what 
his problem was, but as his horrified eyes welled with 
tears, it quickly dawned on her what was wrong. She sat 
straight up on the bed and covered her mouth. 

“Xanthous, I’m so sorry!” she said. “I didn’t realize it 
was a secret.” 

“How long have you known?” he said. 

“I guess I’ve always known,” she said with a shrug. 

“And you weren't... repulsed?” 

Emerelda smacked his arm. “Of course not! How could 
you ask such a thing?” 

Xanthous let out a deep sigh. “Because I was repulsed,” 
he confessed. “Or at least, that’s how I was told to feel.” 

“Well, that’s just silly,” she said. “You couldn’t be 
repulsive if you tried. And shame on anyone for making you 
feel that way. When did you figure it out?” 

“Part of me has always known, too,” he said. “It was just 
like magic. I was afraid of what people would think—I was 
afraid of what they might do to me—so I tried to hide it. I 
suppose I wasn’t very good at hiding either.” 


“There’s nothing you need to hide from me—or the other 
fairies for that matter,” Emerelda said. “We’re a family, 
Xanthous. We care much more about who you are than 
what you are. Besides, if the academy can accept Stitches, 
we Can accept anyone.” 

Xanthous let out a soft chuckle and tears spilled down 
his cheeks. 

“I wish everyone saw it that way,” he said. “The world 
has advanced in so many ways, but it’s still so stuck when it 
comes to people like me. And the world can be a really 
lonely place when you’re not allowed to love.” 

Emerelda dried his tears with the sleeve of her coat and 
took both of his hands in hers. 

“You want to know how I knew the truth about you?” she 
asked with a playful smile. “The moment I met you, you 
reminded me of my uncle, Mopes the Dwarf.” 

Xanthous couldn’t tell if this was a good thing. 

“Mopes the Dwarf?” he asked. 

Emerelda nodded. “Of course, Mopes wasn’t his real 
name,” she said. “Everyone called him that because he was 
always so miserable. He used to mope around the mines, 
day and night, and never had a nice thing to say about 
anything. But then one day, all that changed.” 

“What happened to him?” Xanthous asked. 

“Uncle Mopes met my uncle Fancy, and suddenly, we had 
to change his name to Smiles,” Emerelda said. 
“Unfortunately, that sort of thing—the love that Smiles and 
Fancy shared—wasn’t accepted in the mines. Dwarfs are 
horribly old-fashioned. So Smiles and Fancy ran away and 
started a mine that would accept dwarfs like them. I think 
that’s one of the reasons my papa was so adamant that I 
went to live with Madame Weatherberry. Just like my uncle, 
he knew I would never be happy living in the mine forever 
—he knew that eventually, I would need to find someone 
like me to love.” 

Xanthous scratched his head. “Are you saying I should 


run away and start a mine?” he asked. 

Emerelda laughed. “No, I’m saying the world may be 
backward and stubborn, but you can still find a world that 
loves and accepts you for exactly who you are,” she said. 
“The Academy of Magic is living proof of that. And one day, 
when you’re ready, you will find someone to love. It may 
take you a little longer than some people, and you may 
have to search a little harder, but I promise, for every 
Mopes there’s a Fancy.” 

Xanthous gave Emerelda his first smile of the night. 
Apparently, there were love stories for people like him, they 
just hadn’t been published yet. 

“Thanks, Em,” he said. “You’re the greatest.” 

“I know,” Emerelda said, and let out a big yawn. “On 
second thought, maybe we should try to get some rest. We 
only have about ten thousand more books to search 
through tomorrow.” 

Emerelda kissed him on the forehead and headed back 
to her suite. Xanthous curled up on the lumpy mattress and 
got as comfortable as he could. After the long and 
emotional evening, Xanthous had never been so eager to 
drift off to sleep and leave the real world behind. 

At least in his dreams, Xanthous was free to be himself 
and love whoever he wanted. 
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Xanthous awoke in the middle of the night to the smell of 
smoke. This was no cause for alarm—he was used to 
waking up to the smell of smoke at the Academy of Magic. 
Sometimes during the night, if he was having a particularly 
eventful dream, Xanthous would produce fire while he 
slept, which was why his oven-like chambers were so well 
suited for him. 


However, two strange thoughts crossed Xanthous’s mind 
as his sleepy eyes fluttered open. One, he hadn’t had a fiery 
nightmare in years—his abilities were entirely under his 
control now, even while he slept. And two, he wasn’t at the 
academy! 

Xanthous sat straight sat up in the lumpy bed of his hotel 
room. His entire suite was on fire! Xanthous tried to 
extinguish the flames with magic—but the flames wouldn’t 
die down! On the contrary, the fire only grew higher and 
higher, stronger and stronger the more he tried to stop it. 
Whatever was happening, the flames weren’t coming from 
him! 

The fire wasn’t the only shock Xanthous woke to. As if 
someone had written on the wallpaper with a hot metal 
poker, a message had been burned across the wall while he 
was Sleeping: 


WE KNOW WHAT YOU ARE! 


“EMERELDA!” Xanthous shouted. “COME QUICK! 
SOMETHING IS HAPPENING!” 

His panicked voice carried through the wall, and a 
moment later, he heard Emerelda’s frantic footsteps 
running down the hall. She burst through the door and 
couldn’t believe her eyes. 

“Xanthous, what are you doing?!” she exclaimed. 

‘Tm not doing anything!” he yelled. “The fire isn’t 
coming from me!” 

The fire rose and spread so rapidly, the entire suite was 
consumed in a matter of seconds. Emerelda had to jump 
backward into the hall to avoid being singed. The metal 
walls turned bright orange from the heat and began to 
warp, causing the ceiling to implode chunk by chunk. 

“Xanthous! You have to stop this before someone gets 
hurt!” Emerelda shouted from the hall. 


Xanthous looked around the room in absolute terror—in 
all his years, he had never seen fire like this before. 
“Tt’s not me!” he cried. “I swear it isn’t me!” 





CHAPTER FIVE 
a 


THE ALCHEMIST 


k was the early hours of the morning in the Righteous 


Empire, and the young emperor was wide awake. He paced 
up and down the throne room of his Righteous Palace— 
previously known as the Champion Castle—muttering 
insults to imaginary figures in his head. 

Even with a fire raging in the spacious fireplace, the 
throne room was freezing and the emperor could see his 
breath as he talked to himself. The emperor burned 
portraits of former kings and deceased relatives to keep 
warm. A map of the four kingdoms and five territories had 
been painted over the marble floor. Colorful pawns were 
placed throughout the map to represent different leaders 
and the size of their armies. 

Seven hadn’t slept in two days; in fact, he rarely slept at 
all anymore. His desire to kill the Fairy Godmother stayed 
with him day and night like a stain on his consciousness. 
After everything he had done, he couldn’t believe she was 
still alive. The frustration was unbearable and ate at him 
like a disease. Seven had always been an attractive young 
man, but the last year had aged him significantly. His 
handsome face was now adorned with wrinkles and heavy 
bags under his bloodshot eyes. His tall and muscular build 
had withered into a skeletal frame. And at just seventeen 
years old, Seven’s dark hair had begun to gray at his 
temples. 

Why was she at the library? Seven repeated the question 


to himself over and over again. What was she looking for? 
What sort of book could she need? 

There was a knock on the door and the High Commander 
entered with five dead soldiers. 

“My lord, we’ve completed the cleanse,” he said. 

“And?” Seven pressed. 

“We searched every residence in the kingdom and 
destroyed every book we found, just as you asked,” he 
reported. 

“Did you find anything out of the ordinary?” Seven 
asked. 

“No, sir,” the High Commander said. “It was mostly 
encyclopedias and scrapbooks—one woman had a 
collection of stolen menus—but nothing we believe would 
be of any interest to her.” 

Seven growled and angrily kicked the pawns 
representing the Fairy Council across the floor. 

“So whatever she’s looking for, it isn’t in our kingdom,” 
he said. 

The High Commander nervously cleared his throat. 

“My lord, when this Empire was formed, there was talk 
of expanding our borders,” he said. “The Empire is running 
low on food and supplies. If we don’t do something drastic, 
many will start to starve. Perhaps the book is the perfect 
excuse to start invading other territories.” 

“We will begin the invasions once the Fairy Godmother is 
dead!” Seven took a deep breath, trying to calm his rage. 
“She remains our greatest threat. We must eliminate her 
before we make other enemies. So bring me Brystal 
Evergreen’s head on a platter, and then we can talk about 
conquering the world.” 

“That’s assuming there’s a world left to conquer!” 

The emperor and High Commander exchanged a curious 
glance—the comment hadn’t come from either of them. 
They turned to the back of the room and saw a third person 
had appeared out of thin air. A short and stout man had 


seated himself on the emperor’s throne. His legs weren’t 
long enough to touch the floor and his tiny feet dangled 
over the seat cushion. The man had a wide face like a toad 
and squinty eyes behind a pair of glasses with round 
frames that were shaped like the gears of a clock. He wore 
a long robe and a matching pointed cap made from a 
bronze material. His robe and hat were embroidered with 
numbers and mathematical equations Seven had never 
seen before. The strange man also carried a bronze cane 
that was engraved with more complicated formulas. 

“Forgive the intrusion,” the man said, and hopped down 
from the throne. “It’s horribly rude to enter someone’s 
home unannounced, but I promise my rudeness is 
warranted.” 

For being completely alone and defenseless, the intruder 
had an unusually calm and jolly disposition. He hobbled 
toward the emperor and offered him a handshake. 

“GUARDS! SEIZE THIS TRESPASSER!” Seven ordered. 

The dead soldiers charged after him. The man tapped his 
cane on the floor, and suddenly, the soldiers flew into the 
air and were held against the ceiling by an invisible force. 
Alarmed, the emperor and the High Commander raced for 
the doors, but with another tap of the man’s cane, the 
doors slammed shut. 

“Not to worry, I take no offense at your hostility,” the 
man Said with a friendly laugh. “The fight or flight response 
is a perfectly normal reaction to the unexpected presence 
of a stranger. It’s one of many primitive and predictable 
traits of our human nature—although, in my opinion, the 
primitive and the predictable are one and the same. It’ll 
take your overstimulated senses exactly twelve seconds to 
calm down and return your brain to a functioning state. I'll 
time you.” 

The man checked his watch. True to his word, exactly 
twelve seconds later, the emperor’s fear wore off and he 
was able to form words again. 


“Who are you?” Seven roared. 

“Splendid, you’ve moved on from fight or flight and have 
reached the questioning portion of our conversation,” he 
said. “Since the mind processes information in a who, how, 
what, why, and when sequence, I find it’s best to give 
information in that order. So who am I? My name is Dr. 
States. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” 

Once again, the man offered Seven a handshake, but the 
emperor did not accept. 

“How did you get in here?” Seven demanded. 

“Ah, the Hhow—right on schedule,” Dr. States said. “This 
may be difficult to comprehend, being a man bound by 
locks and keys yourself, but I simply willed myself here, 
and here I am.” 

“So you’re one of them!” Seven exclaimed. “You’re magic 
scum!” 

“And now for the what,” Dr. States said. “Yes, your 
suspicion is correct. I am a member of the magical 
community. However, I’m not what you would consider a 
fairy or witch. I happen to be an alchemist.” 

“What in God’s name is an alchemist?” Seven sneered. 

“It means I am a devoted steward of alchemy—the age- 
old practice of combining all things magic with all things 
science.” 

“Science?” 

“Yes—it’s the study of things,” Dr. States said with a 
patronizing wink. 

The emperor’s nostrils flared. “I know what science is! 
I’m trying to understand how it could be associated with 
something as vile as magic!” 

“On the contrary, it’s a beautiful marriage,” Dr. States 
said. “Examining the wonders of science with the 
advantages of magic, and the wonders of magic with the 
advantages of science has given alchemists a deeper 
understanding of how the universe operates. You see, just 
like fairies and witches, every alchemist is born with a 


magical specialty—except our specialties have a scientific 
nature. For example, I was born with a unique ability to 
manipulate the laws of physics.” 

“What are physics?” Seven asked. 

“It’s the study of motion,” he explained. “For instance, 
everything that goes up, must come down!” 

Dr. States tapped his cane on the floor and the dead 
soldiers fell from the ceiling. With a second tap, the 
soldiers were thrown against the walls and held in place. 

“I happen to be the director of the great Alchemy 
Institute,” Dr. States said. “We study a great number of 
subjects at the institute. Chemistry, biology, astrology, 
zoology, and geology—to name a few—although, to you it 
probably sounds like I’m speaking a different language. 
There are many things about the institute I don’t expect the 
common man to comprehend.” 

Seven scowled at the alchemist. He couldn’t think of a 
bigger insult than being called common. 

“Why have I never seen or heard of this Alchemy 
Institute?” he asked. 

A coy grin stretched across Dr. States’s wide face. “We 
like to keep to ourselves,” he said. “You see, alchemists are 
not only committed to studying the planet—we’re also her 
devoted protectors. The Alchemy Institute has been around 
for thousands of years but we only interact with humanity 
when absolutely necessary. And as of last night, I’m afraid 
to report the world has entered its gravest period of peril in 
recorded history.” 

“So that’s why you’re here!” Seven yelled. “You’ve come 
to stop me and my Empire!” 

Dr. States giggled like the emperor was a foolish child. 

“Um... no,” he said. “Alchemists do not concern 
themselves with social or political affairs. We couldn’t care 
less about your aspirations of global domination—good luck 
with that! We find every civilization destroys themselves 
eventually—so why bother getting involved? As I said 


before, our priority is protecting the planet. And right now, 
if we do not take immediate action, every living creature on 
earth may perish.” 

Dr. States tapped the floor with his cane and a black 
shadow moved through the painting of the world below 
their feet. Soon all the kingdoms and territories were 
consumed in total darkness and the pawns crumbled into 
mounds of dust. The alchemist had the emperor’s undivided 
attention now. 

“What are we in danger from?” Seven asked. 

“Late last night, the Eastern Kingdom suffered a horrible 
tragedy,” Dr. States said. “More than half of Ironhand was 
destroyed in a massive fire. But this was no ordinary fire. In 
fact, we have reason to believe it was an attack. And we 
think it was just the first of many more to come.” 

The emperor and the High Commander looked to each 
other with concern. 

“So what do you want with me?” Seven asked. 

Dr. States removed his glasses and casually cleaned 
them as he explained. 

“Whenever a crisis of this magnitude occurs, alchemists 
turn to diplomacy for a solution. We invite the leaders of 
each independent nation to the Alchemy Institute for a 
gathering known as the Conference of Kings. There, we 
discuss the matter at hand and determine the best way to 
resolve it. Being the emperor of the Righteous Empire 
makes you the King of the South, and therefore, you are 
eligible to attend the next gathering. I’ve come to formally 
extend the invitation.” 

“When is this conference?” Seven asked. 

“Tonight,” Dr. States said. “This evening, at five o’clock 
sharp, the institute will send transportation to the home of 
every world leader. Each leader is welcome to bring two 
guests to help represent their territory. I highly recommend 
you take your seat at the table.” 

Seven gave him a suspicious glare. “How can I trust 


you?” he asked. “How do I know this isn’t an ambush?” 

“Technically speaking, you don’t,” Dr. States said with a 
shrug. “All I can give you is my word that you'll be 
protected while attending the conference. However, if I did 
have any ill intentions, it would be much easier to kill you 
here and now and save myself the trouble of inviting you to 
my home, don’t you agree?” 

The emperor raised an eyebrow at the alchemist—he 
made a good point. 

“All right, then,” he said. “I will consider attending.” 

“Splendid,” Dr. States said with a wide grin. “We hope to 
see you soon.” 

Dr. States tapped his cane twice and vanished from the 
throne room. Seven rubbed his graying temples as he 
processed all the information the alchemist had shared. But 
oddly, the Eastern Kingdom fire wasn’t what worried him 
the most. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but there was 
something very unsettling about the Alchemy Institute. The 
more he thought about it, the more intimidated he became, 
and Seven grew desperate to see the institute with his own 
eyes. 

“Were you serious about attending the gathering, my 
lord?” the High Commander asked. 

“As a matter of fact, I was,” Seven said. “It appears I may 
have been mistaken. The Fairy Godmother might not be our 
greatest threat after all.” 





CHAPTER SIX 
a 


A NECESSARY INTERVENTION 


Tick... Tick... Tick... Tick... 


From the moment Brystal and Lucy returned from the 
Northern Mountains, Brystal hadn’t left the enchanted 
globe beside her desk. The globe showed her what the 
world looked like from space, and she scanned every inch 
of the land and sea, desperate to spot something new or 
out of the ordinary. 

Tick... Tick... Tick... Tick... 

Brystal knew the Temple of Knowledge was somewhere 
among the mountains, the valleys, the fields, and the 
oceans before her—she just didn’t know where. Madame 
Weatherberry said it wasn’t part of the known world, but 
what did that mean? Was the temple in a secluded area that 
hadn’t been explored yet, like Madame Weatherberry’s 
cave? Was it hidden from view by a powerful enchantment, 
like Greenhouse Canyon? Or was it in plain sight but 
disguised to look like something else, like the Justices’ 
secret room at the Chariot Hills Library? 

Tick... Tick... Tick... Tick... 

And as her pocket watch constantly reminded her, the 
only thing Brystal knew for certain was that she was 
running out of time to find it. While Brystal searched the 
globe, she named off locations where she thought the 
Temple of Knowledge might be hiding, and Pip took notes 
on a pad of paper. 

“The Western Shore is filled with sea coves—it could be 


J 


in one of those,” she said. “Also, we should do a thorough 
aerial search of the Northern Mountains, the Eastern 
Volcanoes, and the Southern Foothills, just in case there’s 
something peculiar I’ve never noticed in the past. Let’s also 
write to our allies in the Dwarf, Elf, Troll, and Goblin 
Territories and ask if they’ve discovered anything unusual. 
For all we know, the Temple of Knowledge could be in the 
back of an abandoned dwarf mine or at the bottom of an 
empty goblin colony. When the fairies return we’ll divide 
the areas and start looking.” 

“Copy that,” Pip said. “I’ll start writing to our allies.” 

While Brystal and Pip worked on locating the Temple of 
Knowledge, Lucy intensified the witches’ search for the 
Immortal with Madame Weatherberry’s suggestions. She 
walked among the witches’ work stations, barking out 
orders like an army general. 

“All right, witches, it’s time to hoist up our stockings, 
grease up our caldrons, and put our double double, toil and 
trouble into double-double overdrive,” Lucy said. “We are 
to cease Operation Death and Dames immediately, I repeat, 
we are to cease Operation Death and Dames immediately. 
Obituaries and old ladies are a dead end—no pun 
intended.” 

“Sir, yes, sir!” the witches said, and saluted her. 

“Beebee, I want you to reach out to the elders of every 
village in every kingdom. Ask them if they’ve met anyone 
recently who reminds them of someone they might have 
met when they were much younger. Sprout, I want you to 
get your hands on the property records of every major city. 
Keep an eye out for any names that pop up more than once 
—especially over long durations of time. And Stitches, I 
want you to write to all the major antique stores. Ask them 
about their oldest pieces and the names of the people who 
sold them.” 

“Sir, yes, sir!” the witches said, and scattered across the 
office to start their assignments. 


Brystal felt a spark of guilt begin to grow in the pit of 
her stomach. She appreciated Lucy’s and the witches’ 
devotion more than words could describe, but she couldn’t 
bring herself to tell them it was a waste of time. They 
worked so diligently, part of Brystal began to worry the 
witches would discover the Immortal. She couldn’t imagine 
how disappointed her friends would be when they realized 
it was all for nothing. 

“Don’t worry, Brystal, we’re going to find this broad,” 
Lucy said with a confident nod. 

“I know you will,” she replied—secretly hoping for the 
opposite. 

Brystal quickly glanced out the window so Lucy didn’t 
notice the guilt in her eyes. In the distance, at the very 
edge of the academy grounds, Brystal saw the hedge 
barrier begin to open. Emerelda was returning to the Fairy 
Territory, riding a unicorn into the property. 

“Em and Xanthous are back from the Eastern Kingdom,” 
Brystal announced to the others. “Perfect timing, too. They 
may have an idea about where the Temple of Knowledge is 
hidden.” 

Lucy glanced out the window, too. “That’s funny, 
Xanthous isn’t with her,” she noted. 

Brystal took a second look and realized Emerelda was 
alone. Even more alarming, Emerelda was riding the 
unicorn across the grounds at an urgent pace. Other fairies 
throughout the property waved as she passed by, but 
Emerelda didn’t acknowledge any of them. She hopped off 
the magical steed near the academy’s front steps and ran 
inside as quickly as she could. Brystal and Lucy looked to 
each other thinking the exact same thing. 

“Something’s wrong,” they said in unison. 

A few moments later, the fairies and witches could hear 
Emerelda rushing up the floating steps in the entrance hall. 
She charged through the office’s double doors and 
slammed them shut behind her. Her eyes were wide with 


panic and her coat and brimmed hat had been scorched, 
like she had survived a terrible fire. 

“Em, what happened?” Brystal asked. “Why isn’t 
Xanthous with you?” 

At the mention of his name, Emerelda slid to the floor 
and burst into tears. It was shocking for the fairies and 
witches to witness—Emerelda had always been the most 
calm and collected of all of them. They couldn’t remember 
the last time Emerelda was even teary-eyed, but now, she 
was sobbing hysterically. Brystal and Lucy helped her off 
the floor and sat her down on the glass sofa. 

“Tm so sorry—it was a rough night.” Emerelda sniffled. 

“Em, what’s going on? Where’s Xanthous?” Lucy 
pressed. 

“I don’t know!” Emerelda cried. “I tried to follow him! 
But he just kept running and running! And it eventually 
became too strong!” 

“What became too strong?” Brystal asked. 

“The flames!” she said. “They were everywhere!” 

The fairies and witches were confused and looked to one 
another for answers, but no one knew what Emerelda was 
talking about. 

“Em, take a deep breath and start from the beginning,” 
Lucy said. 

Brystal waved her wand at the tea table and a glass of 
water appeared. Once Emerelda had a sip and took a few 
deep breaths, she was ready to explain. 

“The Page Turner Bookstore was much bigger than we 
anticipated,” Emerelda said. “We only had time to search 
through about a quarter of the books yesterday, so we 
decided to stay the night in Ironhand and start again the 
next morning. Xanthous and I found a cheap tavern down 
the street and booked two awful rooms in their basement. 
At some point in the middle of the night, I woke up to the 
sound of screaming! Xanthous was yelling for help! I ran to 
his suite and when I got there, the whole room was on 
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fire 

“But Xanthous hasn’t lost control of his powers in years,” 
Brystal said. 

“I told him to make it stop, but he kept saying the fire 
wasn’t his,” Emerelda said. “At first I thought he was just 
embarrassed—you know how hard Xanthous can be on 
himself. But as the night went on, I started to believe him. 
He tried desperately to extinguish the fire, but it only grew 
stronger and stronger. I tried to trap the flames in his suite 
by turning the walls into diamond, but the fire burned 
through it!” 

“It burned through diamond?” Sprout asked. 

“So what d-d-did you d-d-do?” Beebee asked. 

“Xanthous and I ran through the tavern and alerted the 
other guests,” Emerelda said. “By the time we got everyone 
outside, the tavern was a burning inferno! The floors began 
collapsing on top of one another! The fire spread into the 
buildings beside the tavern and... and... and...” 

Emerelda shook her head in disbelief. Clearly, she was 
still trying to make sense of what she had seen. 

“And what, Em?” Pip asked. 

“Tt followed us into the street!” Emerelda recalled. “I’ve 
never seen fire move like that before! There was nothing to 
burn in the street, and yet, it moved directly toward us! 
Xanthous and I didn’t know what to do so we ran—but the 
fire chased after us! As we ran, the fire jumped from 
building to building on either side of us. The buildings 
burned down in a matter of seconds—like it was hotter than 
regular fire! Eventually we reached the Eastern River. 
Xanthous and I jumped in—but the current was strong and 
we got separated! Xanthous made it to the other side 
before I did—but the river didn’t stop the fire! The flames 
glided across the surface of the water and chased Xanthous 
into the Eastern countryside!” 

“The fire burned across the water?” Sprout gasped. 

Emerelda nodded. “I begged Xanthous to stop—I begged 


him to turn around and come back—but he kept running! 
By the time I climbed out of the river the whole countryside 
was ablaze, half the city had been destroyed, and Xanthous 
was gone!” 

The fairies and witches were absolutely dumbfounded by 
Emerelda’s dramatic story and couldn’t form words. The 
office went so quiet everyone could hear the watch ticking 
in Brystal’s pocket. As if locating the Temple of Knowledge 
and finding the Immortal weren’t enough to overwhelm 
them, the news of Xanthous made their heads spin and 
their hearts ache. 

“Where do you think he went?” Lucy asked. 

“I have no idea,” Emerelda said. “I’ve never seen him 
look so terrified! The whole time he kept shouting, ‘ This 
isn’t me! Em, you have to believe me!” 

“Then what could it be? Who else could create fire like 
that?” Pip asked. 

Brystal moved to the fireplace and stared up at the Map 
of Magic above the mantel. There were thousands of lights 
representing the different fairies and witches throughout 
the world. It could take a couple hours before they 
determined Xanthous’s location. 

“Change of plans,” Brystal said. “We’re going to pause 
our search for the Temple of Knowledge and the Immortal 
and focus all our effort on Xanthous. The last time 
something like this happened, he was so ashamed, he 
almost drowned himself in a lake. We have to find him 
before he does something drastic.” 

All the fairies and witches nodded in agreement. 

“Well, I just have one question,” Stitches asked the 
room. 

“What?” Brystal asked. 

“Who the heck is that guy?” 

Stitches pointed to the back of the room and everyone 
turned to look. To their surprise, a strange man had 
appeared out of thin air. He was short and stout and had 


seated himself behind Brystal’s glass desk. The man had a 
wide face and squinty eyes that were enlarged thanks to a 
pair of round glasses. He wore a long robe and a pointed 
cap made from a bronze fabric that was stitched with 
different mathematical symbols and equations. 

“Forgive the intrusion,” the man said in a cheerful tone. 
“It’s horribly rude to enter a place of business without 
making a proper appointment, but I promise my rudeness is 
warranted. I was going to notify you of my presence as 
soon as I arrived, but I didn’t want to interrupt the young 
lady in the middle of her story.” 

Lucy crossed her arms and scowled at him. “Excuse 
me?” she asked. “Did you need help finding the little boys’ 
room or something?” 

“Not to worry, I do not take your sarcastic remarks about 
my height personally,” the man said with a friendly laugh. 
“The run or make-fun response is a perfectly normal 
reaction to the unexpected presence of a stranger. However 
intentionally mean-spirited your wit may be, choosing to 
disarm me with words rather than physical force is a sign 
of intelligence and self-confidence—although, in my 
opinion, there is nothing passive about the passive 
aggressive.” 

The man got to his feet and hobbled out from behind the 
desk, using a bronze cane to help him walk. Brystal gripped 
her wand as he approached them. 

“Who are you?” she asked. 

“Splendid, we’ve already moved on to the questioning 
portion of our discussion,” the man said. “Since the mind 
processes information in a who, how, what, why, and when 
sequence, I find it’s best to give information in that order. 
Although, I must admit, you’re handling my visit much 
better than your peers. This is the first time someone 
hasn’t called for their guards or sicced their dogs on me.” 

“Get to the point, shorty!” Lucy exclaimed. 

“My name is Dr. States,” he said with a quick bow. “It’s a 


pleasure to make your acquaintance.” 

Brystal looked the curious man up and down. “Are you a 
fairy or a warlock?” 

“Oh, how efficient—you’ve skipped the how and are 
ready for the what,” he said. “While I am indeed a member 
of the magical community, I’m neither a fairy nor a warlock. 
I am an alchemist.” 

“An al-cha-what?” Lucy asked. 

“An al-chem-ist.” Dr. States sounded it out for her. “It 
means I am a devoted steward of alchemy, the age-old 
practice of combining all things magic with all things 
science.” 

Brystal scrunched her forehead. “I wasn’t aware such a 
practice existed,” she said. “How does someone combine 
science with magic?” 

“Oh, it’s a marvelous partnership,” Dr. States was 
delighted to explain. “Examining the wonders of science 
with the advantages of magic, and the wonders of magic 
with the advantages of science has helped alchemists 
discover the secrets of our universe. You see, just like 
fairies and witches, every alchemist is born with a magical 
specialty—except our specialties have a scientific nature. 
Alchemists are the rarest members of the magical 
community, and once an alchemist is detected, they’re 
brought to live at the great Alchemy Institute, where their 
abilities can be put to good use.” 

Brystal couldn’t believe there was a branch of magic she 
wasn’t aware of, and judging by the baffled faces around 
her, the others weren’t familiar with alchemy either. 

“Why haven’t I heard of the Alchemy Institute before?” 
Brystal asked. 

“That’s by design,” Dr. States said. “You see, the 
Alchemy Institute has been around for thousands of years. 
In ancient times, it was a very well-known and very well- 
respected establishment. However, the more science 
advanced, the more humanity felt threatened by it. 


Breakthroughs in astronomy proved religious beliefs were 
wrong about the origin of the world—so religious leaders 
declared science was a demonic practice. Breakthroughs in 
physiology proved that kings were no different from the 
peasants who served them—so monarchs declared science 
was a treasonous act. Eventually, the world began to hunt 
down scientists as ruthlessly as it hunted down the magical 
community. So the institute relocated to a place where 
humanity would never find it. Alchemists have lived there 
ever since, secretly conducting experiments and studies 
that have deepened our understanding of the planet and 
the worlds beyond it.” 

“So what are you doing here?” Brystal asked. 

“Ah, I see we’ve reached the why portion already—how 
resourceful,” Dr. States said. “In short, I’m here on very 
urgent business. You see, alchemists not only dedicate our 
lives to studying the wonders of the planet, we are also her 
devoted protectors. To keep our research safe, we only 
interact with humanity when absolutely necessary. And as 
of last night, I’m afraid the world is in very serious danger.” 

Lucy groaned and rolled her eyes. “Let me guess, and for 
just fifty gold coins a day, you, too, can save the spotted 
platypus from going extinct,” she said. “Look, buddy, maybe 
you missed the NO SOLICITING sign on our front door, but we 
ain’t buying whatever you’re selling. Now, if you wouldn’t 
mind showing yourself out, our friend is missing and we’d 
like to find him.” 

Dr. States’s friendly smile melted into a serious frown. 

“Actually, your friend is the danger I’m referring to,” he 
said. 

“What does Xanthous have to do with this?” Brystal 
asked. 

“Perhaps we should all have a seat?” the alchemist 
suggested. “What I’m about to tell you may be difficult to 
hear.” 


Dr. States gestured to the glass sofas and the fairies and 
witches all had a seat. The alchemist tapped his cane on 
the floor and a large armchair made from bronze leather 
appeared. He sank into the chair and casually cleaned his 
glasses while he spoke. 

“Now, we have a major problem on our hands,” the 
alchemist began. “As the young lady recalled, last night one 
of the biggest cities in the world was destroyed by a 
massive fire. And as she suspected, this was no ordinary 
fire—it was created by someone with extraordinary 
abilities. And it’s not a coincidence that a young fairy with 
a specialty for fire was at the scene of the crime.” 

“The fire wasn’t Xanthous’s fault!” Emerelda objected. “I 
watched him try to extinguish it! He couldn’t control it 
because it wasn’t his magic!” 

“Young lady, I assure you, I have no ill will toward your 
friend,” Dr. States said. “A good scientist reviews all the 
facts before making a theory, and the facts are not in his 
favor. The Alchemy Institute has been observing Mr. 
Hayfield since his abilities surfaced. He has a long history 
of magical mishaps, to say the least. Two years ago, we 
almost intervened when, after the death of his father, Mr. 
Hayfield started the largest brush fire in the Southern 
Kingdom’s history. Fortunately, Madame Weatherberry 
found him and temporarily muted his abilities before 
anyone else was hurt. Unfortunately, last night, Mr. 
Hayfield proved once again that he is a danger to the 
planet. We believe Mr. Hayfield’s abilities have outgrown 
his control and comprehension. As accidental as his actions 
may be, the threat remains. If we don’t stop him, mark my 
words, what happened last night in the Eastern Kingdom 
will be one of many catastrophes to come.” 

“So what are you planning to do? Kill him?” Lucy asked. 

The fairies and witches went tense at the idea, but the 
alchemist didn’t deny the possibility. 

“That will be decided by a vote,” Dr. States said. 


“Whenever a crisis of this magnitude occurs, alchemists 
turn to diplomacy for a solution. We invite the leaders of 
each independent nation to the Alchemy Institute for a 
gathering known as the Conference of Kings. There, we 
discuss the matter at hand and determine the best way to 
resolve it. Since the Fairy Godmother is your current leader 
—or the King of Fairies, as the position was traditionally 
called—I’ve come to formally invite her to the next 
gathering.” 

Everyone went quiet as they waited to see how Brystal 
would react to the invitation. Learning there was a place 
like the Alchemy Institute—a place of experiments and 
education—would normally have thrilled her. But the more 
she thought about the alchemists and their secrecy, the 
angrier Brystal became. 

“Explain something to me,” she said. “If the alchemists 
are as advanced as you say, then where were you when the 
magical community was being imprisoned and executed? 
Surely there’s something you could have done to help us!” 

“Alchemists do not concern themselves with social or 
political affairs,” Dr. States said. “We find protecting people 
is a lost cause. Regimes come and go, and laws change so 
frequently, there is no point in stepping in. As I said before, 
our priority is protecting the planet.” 

“Then where were you when the Snow Queen was 
attacking the North? Why didn’t you step in and save the 
planet from her?” 

“Fire destroys—ice preserves,” Dr. States said matter-of- 
factly. “Life can survive a cold world, but it cannot survive a 
scorched one. If Xanthous’s destruction spreads like we 
predict, the sky will fill with enough smoke and ash to block 
the sun, and then everything on earth will perish.” 

Brystal locked eyes with Dr. States for an intense 
moment. She found the alchemists’ policies horribly selfish 
and inhumane, but if they were going to host a discussion 
that put Xanthous at risk, she couldn’t miss it. 
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“When is the Conference of Kings?” she asked. 

“Tonight,” Dr. States said. “This evening, at five o’clock 
sharp, we will send transportation to the institute. I highly 
recommend you join us so your voice is heard.” 

“All right, I’ll be there,” Brystal said. 

“Splendid,” Dr. States said. “Now that the Fairy King will 
be accounted for, there is still the question of who will be 
representing the witches. Brystal’s position within the fairy 
community is obvious, but witches have always been less 
organized than fairies. Would one of you ladies tell me 
which witch is the Witch King?” 

“You mean, one of us is invited to the gathering, too?” 
Stitches asked. 

“To represent all witches everywhere?” Pip asked. 

“Correct,” the alchemist said. 

“Why does it have to be a witch king?” Sprout asked. 
“Couldn’t there be a Witch Queen or Witch Empress or 
Witch Sovereign or Witch Ambassador or—” 

“We g-g-get it, Sprout,” Beebee said. “S-s-sexism is alive 
and w-w-well.” 

“Forgive the term, it’s merely a formality,” Dr. States 
said. “If there is any confusion on who holds the title, 
perhaps it’s best if you put it to a vote?” 

The witches exchanged eager grins. 

“In that case, I vote for Lucy!” Stitches announced. 

“That’s a great idea! I vote for Lucy, too!” Sprout said. 

“Me th-th-three!” Beebee said. 

“Me four!” Pip said. 

Lucy jerked her head toward the witches. “I can’t be the 
Witch King!” she exclaimed. “I don’t even consider myself a 
full witch! I’m magically fluid!” 

“Lucy, do it for Xanthous,” Emerelda said. “He’ll need all 
the support he can get at that conference. And we 
shouldn’t put his life in the hands of someone like 
Stitches.” 

“We shouldn’t put any life in the hands of Stitches,” Pip 


said. 

“Thank you!” Stitches said with a proud smile. 

Lucy let out a reluctant sigh. “Fiiiine.” She moaned. 
“Well, butter my butt and smack a crown on it—looks like 
I’m going to the gathering, too.” 

“Marvelous,” Dr. States said, and got to his feet. “Each 
leader is welcome to bring two guests to help them 
represent their territory. And remember, transportation to 
the Alchemy Institute will arrive at five o’clock sharp. We 
look forward to hosting you both.” 

The alchemist tapped his cane on the floor two times and 
vanished from the office. After his departure, the fairies 
and witches sat in complete silence—it wasn’t even noon 
and the day had already been an emotional and mental 
triathlon. 

“I feel like my mind has been drawn and quartered,” 
Lucy said. “First it was the Immortal, then the Temple of 
Knowledge, and now we have to worry about Xanthous and 
an Institute of Alchemy, too?” 

Brystal began pacing and bit her lip as she thought it 
over. 

“Actually, the Alchemy Institute may be exactly what we 
need,” she said. “An educational facility that’s hidden from 
humanity sounds awfully familiar, doesn’t it?” 

Lucy gasped. “You think the institute is the Temple of 
Knowledge?” 

“Possibly,” she said. “Even if it’s not, maybe someone 
there knows how to find it.” 

Suddenly, the office doors swung open and Tangerina 
and Skylene stepped inside, returning from the Western 
Kingdom. The girls wore matching coonskin caps and they 
each carried a taxidermy raccoon that was dressed in a 
glamorous ball gown. 

“You aren’t going to believe what happened to us!” 
Tangerina said with a laugh. 

The girls were eager to discuss their trip, but their 


friends were so preoccupied, Tangerina and Skylene’s 
arrival wasn’t met with the enthusiasm they had expected. 

“Why all the long faces?” Skylene asked. “Did something 
happen while we were gone?” 





CHAPTER SEVEN 
me 


THE ALCHEMY INSTITUTE 


At 4:55 that afternoon, the fairies and witches were 


standing on the front steps of the academy, eagerly waiting 
for the transportation to the Alchemy Institute. Brystal had 
asked Emerelda and Tangerina to help her represent the 
fairies at the Conference of Kings. After hours of constant 
begging and bribing, Stitches and Sprout had finally 
convinced Lucy—against her better judgment—to take 
them as her guests. So the Academy of Magic was left in 
the hands of Skylene, Beebee, Pip, and Mrs. Vee. 

The fairies’ and witches’ full attention was on the hedge 
barrier surrounding the Fairy Territory. At any moment, 
they knew their ride to the institute would appear, although 
they didn’t know what to expect. Not only were they 
curious about what was coming, they also had no idea how 
it would get inside the property. Two additional walls of 
emerald and fire had been added to the border as extra 
protection from the Army of the Dead, so entering the 
grounds was not an easy task. 

“Did Dr. States say how we'd get there?” Tangerina 
asked. 

“He didn’t mention that part,” Lucy said. 

“Did he say where the Alchemy Institute is?” Tangerina 
asked. 

“He didn’t mention that part either,” Lucy said. “For a 
man of science, he was pretty vague about the details.” 

“So let me get this straight,” Tangerina said. “A complete 


stranger shows up out of nowhere, he tells you Xanthous 
has become a danger to the planet, then he invites us to an 
undisclosed location for a conference that may or may not 
threaten Xanthous’s life, and none of you asked any 
questions?!” 

The fairies and witches shrugged with guilt. 

“It had been a long morning,” Lucy said. 

“Well, I don’t care where it is or how we get there, I’m 
just excited to go!” Sprout said. “I’ve visited preschools, 
grade schools, middle schools, high schools, beauty 
schools, trade schools, performing arts schools, academies, 
colleges, universities, and grad schools, but this will be my 
very first institute!” 

“Won’t be my first time around scientists,” Stitches said 
proudly. “I’m what they call a case study.” 

Emerelda checked the emerald sundial around her wrist. 
“It’s five o’clock on the dot,” she said. “Where are they?” 

As five o’clock turned into 5:01, the fairies and witches 
began to worry there had been a miscommunication. 
However, the Academy of Magic was suddenly shaded by a 
quick eclipse, and the girls realized they had been looking 
in the wrong direction. 

The fairies and witches gazed up and saw a floating 
carriage descending from the clouds at a rapid pace. The 
carriage was bronze, with a large balloon attached to its 
roof, and it was pulled through the sky by four enormous 
birds. As the carriage swooped lower and lower to the 
ground, the fairies and witches gasped—the birds weren’t 
living animals but machines! Instead of feathers, the birds 
were covered in small pieces of scrap metal, and instead of 
having muscles or ligaments, they moved thanks to a series 
of gears turning inside their hollow bodies. Big golden keys 
stuck straight out of their backs like they were large 
windup toys. 

The carriage landed on the ground, ripping up chunks of 
grass on impact, and the mechanical birds waddled toward 


the academy’s front steps. The coach was also operated by 
a number of turning gears and cogs, and when the carriage 
came to a complete stop, the doors opened on their own 
and a chime announced its arrival. 

The fairies’ and witches’ mouths were agape as they 
observed the strange vehicle. 

“Um... what the heck is this?” Lucy asked. 

“I guess this is alchemy,” Brystal said. 

“Is alchemy safe?” Tangerina asked. 

“It got here in one piece,” Emerelda said with a shrug. 

“I wanna ride one of the birds!” Stitches said. 

“Me too!” Sprout said. 

The witches ran to the carriage and hopped on the backs 
of the two mechanical birds at the very front. Meanwhile, 
Brystal, Lucy, Emerelda, and Tangerina sat themselves 
inside the coach. Once they were seated, the doors closed 
behind them and another chime announced the carriage’s 
departure. The mechanical birds raced forward and glided 
back into the sky. The takeoff was much more jarring than 
the fairies expected and they were almost thrown out of 
their seats. Stitches and Sprout cackled with excitement 
and urged the birds to go faster. 

Soon the carriage was so high the Academy of Magic 
disappeared below them. The birds flew south over the 
sparkling ocean and soared into a sea of fluffy white clouds. 
The farther they traveled, the more inquisitive the fairies 
became about their destination. Even after an hour into the 
flight, there was no land in sight. All they could see outside 
their windows were clouds and ocean, and the birds never 
changed course. 

“Where is this thing taking us? The South Pole?” 
Tangerina asked. 

“I didn’t realize there was anything this far south,” 
Brystal said. 

“The Alchemy Institute must be on a desert island or 
something,” Lucy said. 


Emerelda gulped. “Guess again,” she said, and pointed 
ahead. 

Everyone turned to the front window and their mouths 
dropped open again. Perched on top of the clouds on the 
horizon was what looked like a small city. The city was 
made of gold, silver, and bronze buildings that bobbed up 
and down as the clouds drifted through the sky. The 
buildings were connected by floating paths that 
continuously grew or shrank depending on how far the 
wind blew the structures apart. 

As the carriage flew closer, the fairies and witches 
noticed the buildings all resembled scientific tools. There 
were domes and roofs that looked like test tubes and flasks, 
towers were shaped like gigantic telescopes and 
microscopes, and spires and poles were equipped with 
spinning weather vanes and anemometers. Dozens of 
exhaust pipes let out fire, smoke, and steam while several 
cranes and conveyor belts moved materials to and from 
different laboratories. And in the very center of the 
institute, placed on top of the tallest building, was a 
gigantic golden armillary sphere—clearly a proud symbol of 
the institute’s grand ingenuity. 

The fairies and witches were speechless as the carriage 
descended toward the Alchemy Institute’s breathtaking 
campus. Brystal couldn’t tell if she was more shocked that 
such a place existed, or regretful that she had never seen it 
until now. 

“Its remarkable,” Brystal said with wide eyes. 
“Absolutely remarkable.” 

“Now I get why the alchemists are so secretive,” Lucy 
said. “If I lived in a place like this J wouldn’t want visitors 
messing it up either.” 

The carriage dived toward a long landing strip at the 
very front of the campus and the vehicle came to a bumpy 
stop. As the fairies and witches stepped out of the coach 
and climbed off the birds, they saw Dr. States waiting on 


the landing strip. He was accompanied by twelve other 
alchemists, who stood in a tight row behind him. 

“Welcome to the Alchemy Institute,” Dr. States said. “I 
hope you had a pleasant flight.” 

There was so much to look at, the alchemist’s friendly 
greeting was almost ignored. 

“Dr. States, this place is incredible,” Brystal said 
breathlessly. 

“Tve lived here since I was a child and it never gets old,” 
Dr. States said, and then turned to the alchemists behind 
him. “Allow me to introduce my colleagues. This is Dr. 
Strand, head of Biology. Dr. Steam, head of Chemistry. Dr. 
Stats, head of Mathematics. Dr. Stent, head of Physiology. 
Dr. Strait, head of Geography. Dr. Star, head of Astronomy. 
Dr. Stump, head of Botany. Dr. Storm, head of Meteorology. 
Dr. Stage, head of Anthropology. Dr. Stone, head of 
Geology. Dr. Stag, head of Zoology. And last but not least, 
Dr. Sting, head of Entomology.” 

All the alchemists were dressed in long robes and 
pointed caps made from gold, silver, and bronze fabrics. 
The only exception was Dr. Sting, head of Entomology— 
who wore a hornets’ nest on his head with actual hornets 
buzzing around it. Just like Dr. States, the other alchemists’ 
wardrobes were embroidered with symbols and equations 
pertaining to their respective sciences. Unlike Dr. States, 
the majority of his colleagues were very young and 
attractive men—some looked just a few years older than 
Brystal. Dr. Strait, head of Geography, was the only young 
woman among the alchemists. Her short silver hair 
matched her robe and she wore tiny compasses as earrings. 

After one glance at his hornets, Tangerina was 
immediately smitten with Dr. Sting. She strolled directly to 
the young alchemist’s side with a playful bounce in her 
step. 

“Why, hello there, kind sir,” she said. “I’m Tangerina 
Turkin— Miss Tangerina Turkin.” 


She batted her eyes and offered Dr. Sting her hand. The 
alchemist was so fascinated by the bees flying in and out of 
her orange hair he didn’t notice the gesture. 

“Tve never seen a eusocial colony residing in human hair 
before,” Dr. Sting said. “May I take one of your bees for 
examination?” 

“Perhaps you could take me to lunch first,” she said with 
a flirty wink. 

Emerelda cleared her throat. “Tangerina, remember 
what we’re here for,” she said. 

“Speaking of, where are the other representatives?” 
Brystal asked. 

“You're the first to arrive,” Dr. States said. “I’m guessing 
the others weren’t as keen to board our mechanical 
carriages aS you were—human precaution can be so 
inconvenient when there is a schedule to follow. I imagine 
we'll have some time to kill while we wait for the others to 
join us. Would you ladies like a tour of the institute in the 
meantime?” 

“Absolutely!” Stitches exclaimed. 

“I thought you’d never ask!” Sprout said. 

The fairies and witches followed the alchemists up a 
winding path toward the campus. As they went, they 
passed through a giant gear that rotated around the path 
like a spinning arch. The gear was engraved with a 
welcoming message: 
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For the first stop on the tour, Dr. States led the fairies 
and witches into a bronze building in the center of the 
campus. The entrance was engraved with the formula E = 
mc? and opened into a very tall room with four white walls 
and no windows. 

As soon as the fairies and witches stepped inside, they 


had to constantly duck and dive from several colorful 
objects hurtling through the air. Thousands of bright red 
balls bounced from wall to wall, hundreds of yellow yo-yos 
repeatedly dropped from the high ceiling and then rolled 
back upward, and tons of small paper clips were compelled 
from corner to corner by different-size magnets. 

As Dr. States walked through the room, he miraculously 
avoided colliding with any of the moving objects, as if he 
was protected by a magic shield. The alchemist tapped his 
cane on the floor and all the balls, yo-yos, and paper clips 
froze in place. 

“This is the Physics Department, where we study the 
laws of motion,” Dr. States said. “Whether through gravity, 
propulsion, or magnetic charges, understanding why and 
how something moves is one of the most fundamental 
principles of science.” 

Besides all the colorful objects, the room was also filled 
with a very peculiar team of workers. A dozen short people 
with wide rectangular heads wandered around the 
department, taking notes and making measurements of the 
frozen balls, yo-yos, and paper clips. However, just like the 
birds that pulled the floating carriage, the workers were 
made entirely of metal! They moved around the department 
thanks to gears spinning inside their hollow torsos and 
springs under their feet. 

“Are those people?” Brystal asked in awe. 

“We call them Magbots—short for Magic-Robotics,” Dr. 
States explained. “The Magbots are a perfect example of 
alchemy at its finest. With some complex engineering and a 
dash of magic, we’ve created the perfect assistants to help 
us conduct our research. The Magbots are motivated 
entirely by work and don’t require food or sleep to function, 
just a little oil and a light polish every now and then. You’ll 
see many of them working throughout the institute.” 

The alchemist tapped his cane on the floor and all the 
balls, yo-yos, and paper clips started whizzing around the 


room once more. 

After their tour of the Physics Department, Dr. Steam led 
the fairies and witches into the Chemistry Department next 
door. The department was covered in long glass tubes that 
stretched, looped, and zigzagged across a spacious 
laboratory. The girls became dizzy as they watched vibrant 
gases and chemicals moving through the tubes at different 
speeds. The floor was tiled and each square was labeled 
with an abbreviation like He, Ti, or Ca. The girls noticed 
the tiles each contained a different solid, liquid, or gas 
below their feet. 

“What’s inside the tiles?” Emerelda asked. 

“Each tile holds an element of the periodic table,” Dr. 
Steam said. “Think of elements as small bricks. And 
everything in the known universe—from the oxygen we 
breathe to the rocks at the bottom of the ocean—is made 
from a combination of these bricks.” 

“Ooooooh, what’s that pretty one?” Tangerina asked. 

She pointed to an element that was more like a sparkle 
than a solid, liquid, or gas. 

“That’s Ma—it stands for magic,” Dr. Steam said. 

“Magic is an element?” Brystal asked. 

The alchemist nodded. “It’s unlike any other element in 
the periodic table. Its atoms aren’t made from traditional 
electrons, protons, and neutrons, but from a particle we 
call magtron. The magtrons can turn into as many 
electrons, protons, and neutrons as they wish—meaning Ma 
can transform into any element it wants. We find Ma in the 
blood of magical people and animals, but so far, we haven’t 
been able to re-create it.” 

“Aw,” Lucy said. “It’s just like talent.” 

Next, the fairies and witches were given a tour of the 
Biology Department. The girls were very surprised to see 
the department was like a giant prison. Three stories of 
prison cells were wrapped around a massive microscope, 
and each of the cells contained a very ugly and oddly 


shaped creature. Some of the creatures were round and 
squishy, others had long tails or thousands of wiggling 
hairs. 

“Is this a monster jail?” Stitches asked with a hopeful 
smile. 

“It’s a containment facility for magically magnified 
microorganisms,” Dr. Strand said. 

“Could you simplify that?” Sprout asked. 

“Cells for cells,” he clarified. “It’s much easier to 
examine microorganisms when they aren’t so micro—so we 
make them bigger with magic. Most of these cells are 
human, some are animal, but we also have a few 
troublemakers like viruses and bacteria.” 

A purple microorganism that looked like a giant sea 
urchin started growling at Lucy. 

“What kind of microorganism is that?” she asked. 

“That’s Carole, the common cold,” Dr. Strand said. “Stay 
away from her—she bites.” 

After Biology, Dr. Sting gave the girls a tour of the 
Entomology Department. Four of the five walls contained 
colonies of ants, bees, termites, and wasps. The fifth wall 
was a giant canvas with thousands of exotic insects pinned 
to it—but as the girls took a closer look, they realized the 
bugs weren’t pinned, they had just been trained to sit very, 
very still. The rafters were covered in cobwebs and home to 
thousands of spider species. A million moths flew around a 
large lantern and it illuminated the department like a 
fluttering chandelier. 

In the middle of the department, a massive magnifying 
glass was used as a table, and Dr. Sting invited the fairies 
and witches to pull up a chair. 

“Most people are creeped out by insects, but they’re 
essential to our survival,” Dr. Sting said. “Without bees and 
butterflies, there would be nothing to pollenate plants. 
Without earthworms and centipedes, there would be 
nothing to aerate soil. And without predators like 


dragonflies and spiders, the earth would be overrun by 
pests. Oh no—Amy and Tina are fighting again! Excuse 
me!” 

The alchemist quickly scooped up a queen ant and a 
queen termite that had escaped their colonies. 

“Do all your bugs have names?” Tangerina asked. 

“Every single one,” Dr. Sting was proud to report. “And 
they all have different hobbies and personalities!” 

The alchemist retrieved a handful of bugs from the 
canvas and held them beneath the giant magnifying glass 
for the girls to see. 

“This is Lori the ladybug—she loves romance novels. 
This is Gary the grasshopper—he is obsessed with 
gambling. This is Betty the dung beetle—she has raging 
OCD. This is Derrick the daddy longlegs—he is an excellent 
tap dancer. And this is Mandy the mantis—she is very 
conservative, so don’t mention politics around—” 

SMACK! Emerelda suddenly slapped a mosquito that had 
landed on the side of her neck. Dr. Sting’s eyes went wide 
with horror. 

“That was Mitchell!” he exclaimed. “He was almost 
finished with medical school!” 

“Oops,” Emerelda said, and wiped his remains off on her 
pants. “Sorry, Mitchell.” 

After the fairies and witches were kicked out of 
Entomology, Dr. Stag escorted them to the Zoology 
Department. The department was a gigantic aviary—not 
just for birds, but for every animal the girls had ever heard 
of. Eagles soared above artificial trees, monkeys swung on 
artificial vines, lions prowled through artificial fields, and 
elephants bathed themselves in artificial streams. There 
were also enormous aquariums that were big enough to 
hold a blue whale and a giant squid—and the natural 
enemies exchanged dirty looks from opposite sides of the 
department. 

The department was also home to animals the girls 


didn’t recognize. They saw a wolf walking upright like a 
human, a dolphin running on four legs as it chased after a 
stick, and a tiger with opposable thumbs that slowly—very 
slowly—climbed a tree. 

“While we take great pride in studying preexisting 
species, magic has allowed us to create hybrid species of 
our own,” Dr. Stag said. “Here we have a bearwolf, over 
there is dogfin, and this is a slothger.” 

“A slothger?” Stitches asked. 

“Yes—he’s very dangerous, but too lazy to care,” Dr. Stag 
said. 

“How do you prevent the animals from preying on one 
another?” Brystal asked. 

“That’s simple. We just keep the animals fed and they 
don’t attack.” 

“Funny, we do the same thing with Lucy,” Tangerina 
quipped. 

“Hey!” Lucy said. 

When the girls were finished looking around the Zoology 
Department, Dr. Stump led them up the path to a massive 
five-story greenhouse. The Botany Department contained 
every plant imaginable, from the vegetables that Brystal 
used to grow in her family’s garden to the snapping Venus 
flytraps the fairies had seen in Greenhouse Canyon. The 
Magbots watered and pruned the plants, but strangely, they 
also played pianos, violins, and tubas for the plants, too. 

“Why are the Magbots playing instruments?” Brystal 
asked. 

“We’ve discovered plants grow quicker and stronger 
when they’re exposed to classical music,” Dr. Stump 
explained. 

In a corner of the greenhouse, one of the Magbots stood 
on a small stage reciting jokes into a bullhorn. 

“Knock knock,” he said in a lifeless, monotone voice. 

“Who’s there?” the other Magbots responded. 

“A little orchid.” 


‘A little orchid who?” 

“I had no idea you could yodel.” 

“Ha. Ha. Ha. Ha.” 

The Magbots’ lifeless laughter echoed through the 
greenhouse. The fairies and witches winced at the terrible 
pun. 

“What’s up with the bad jokes?” Lucy asked. 

“We've also discovered some plants thrive on bad stand- 
up comedy,” Dr. Stump explained. 

“That explains Mrs. Vee’s healthy vegetable garden,” 
Emerelda said. 

The fairies and witches left the Botany Department as 
quickly as they could and Dr. Stent escorted them to a nine- 
story building that was shaped like a person. The path 
spiraled around the Physiology Department, and they 
entered it from the top of the building, or rather, through 
its mouth. Once they were inside, the fairies and witches 
were shocked to see the interior of the department was an 
anatomically correct replica of the human body. They 
boarded a small boat that sailed down the building’s throat 
and through its digestive system like a piece of food. As 
they floated through the department, Dr. Stent pointed out 
the different body parts around them. 

“Here we have the gallbladder, above us is the liver, 
behind us are the kidneys, and just ahead is the pancreas,” 
Dr. Stent said. “Each body part is actually a room dedicated 
to studying that particular organ, muscle, or gland. Now, 
everyone hang on! We’re about to enter the large intestine 
and it’s a windy ride!” 

“I can’t wait to see how this ride ends—if you know what 
I mean!” Stitches said with an eager grin. 

“Please let it be a gift shop,” Tangerina whispered to the 
others. 

As they continued the tour of the Alchemy Institute, the 
fairies and witches found each department more wondrous 
than the last. The Meteorology Department was located in 


a tower with thermometers built into every door and a roof 
shaped like a massive umbrella. A different type of storm 
was contained in each of the tower’s floors. As the Magbots 
monitored the weather patterns, the poor robots were 
tossed around by powerful tornadoes, they were drenched 
by tropical hurricanes, they were frozen by icy blizzards, 
and they were electrocuted by lightning. 

Inside the Mathematics Department, dozens of Magbots 
sat at desks doing complicated equations by hand and 
swiping the beads on counting frames. The walls were 
made of chalkboards and every inch of them was covered 
by an endless equation that Dr. Stats referred to as “pi.” 
The equation started as 3.14159265 and continued for 
thousands and thousands of digits. A floating piece of chalk 
kept adding numbers to the end, and as the equation grew, 
the chalkboard walls magically grew with it. 

The Anthropology Department was an enormous cave 
that was covered in handprints and artwork from ancient 
times. The department also displayed several fossils that 
had been magically reanimated. Talking skulls told 
Magbots everything about when and where they came 
from, trilobites struggled to free themselves from the 
stones they were trapped in, and prehistoric tools rebuilt 
prehistoric structures from rubble. Skeletons of cavemen 
battled skeletons of dinosaurs and woolly mammoths while 
the Magbots took notes of the interactions. 

The Geography Department was laid out like a formal 
ballroom. It had curtains made from maps and flags, a 
glimmering chandelier made from large compasses, and a 
grand staircase made from stacks of atlases. A beautiful 
silver globe was positioned in the very center of the 
department, and as different locations were pinned with a 
magic pin, the spacious floor rose and sunk to create a 
miniature model of different location’s terrain. 

However, the most astonishing part of the tour was what 
the fairies and witches learned in the Astrology 


Department. The department was under a humongous 
dome and equipped with a six-story golden telescope. 
Magic holograms of distant planets, stars, and galaxies 
drifted through the air all around them—the holograms 
were so realistic, the girls used each other as shields to 
protect themselves from unexpected comets and meteor 
showers. 

“There are eight planets orbiting our star, over one 
hundred thousand million stars in our galaxy, and an 
estimated one hundred and twenty billion galaxies in our 
universe,” Dr. Star enthusiastically told the girls. “That 
means there could be more than seven hundred quintillion 
planets out there! And some just like our own!” 

“Are you saying there could be life on other planets?” 
Emerelda asked. 

“Not just on other planets,” Dr. Star said. “Although we 
can’t prove it, evidence suggests there are an infinite 
number of multiverses and dimensions, too!” 

The idea gave Brystal goose bumps, but she wasn’t 
altogether surprised. It reminded her of her visit to the 
gray field between life and the great unknown. Even a 
number in the quintillions seemed too small to describe all 
the planets, stars, and galaxies she had seen. There were 
too many for one universe to hold. 

“Wow, other dimensions,” she said to herself. “Now 
that’s something I would love to see.” 

After Astronomy, Dr. Stone took them to the Geology 
Department. Unfortunately, the final stop on the tour was 
the most disappointing. The Geology Department was a 
narrow room with a couple of piles of rocks—and only a 
couple of piles of rocks. 

“Well, this is underwhelming,” Lucy said. 

“Is something going to happen?” Tangerina asked. 

“Not all science can be entertaining,” Dr. Stone said. “In 
fact, some might say geology is between a rock and a hard 
place.” The alchemist slapped his knee and howled with 


laughter. “Get it? Because geology is literally between a 
rock and a hard place!” 

The fairies and witches collectively sighed at the bad 
joke. 

“And I thought rocks were a tough crowd,” Dr. Stone 
said, and laughed again. 

“Are you sure botany isn’t your calling?” Emerelda 
asked. 

Thankfully, the fairies and witches were saved from the 
alchemist’s questionable humor when a chime rang 
through the entire institute. The fairies and witches didn’t 
know what the chime meant but all the alchemists went 
outside. Everyone looked toward the front of the institute 
and, in the distance, they could see more floating carriages 
were approaching the institute. 

“Splendid, the other representatives are starting to 
arrive,” Dr. States said. “Ladies, please excuse us while we 
greet our guests. Dr. Stone, would you kindly escort the 
fairies and witches to the conference chambers? We’ll 
begin the Conference of Kings once everyone is here.” 

Dr. States and the alchemists headed for the landing 
strip, and Dr. Stone led the girls toward the center of 
campus. As they walked, Lucy pulled Brystal aside for a 
private word. 

“So what do you think?’ Lucy whispered. “Is this the 
Temple of Knowledge?” 

“I’m not sure,” Brystal whispered back. “On the one 
hand, there’s certainly a lot of knowledge here, but on the 
other hand, it doesn’t fit the other parts of the legend. 
There were no unlikely warriors protecting it and all the 
departments were easy to get into.” 

“Maybe the legend is false advertising to keep people 
away?” Lucy suggested. 

“It’s possible,” Brystal said. “If everything goes well at 
the conference, I’m going to ask Dr. Strait if she’s ever 
heard of the Temple of Knowledge before.” 


“You think she’ll give you an honest answer?” Lucy 
asked. 

“Probably not, but I can usually tell when someone is 
lying to me,” Brystal said. “If she doesn’t give us the 
information voluntarily, we’ll have to sneak into the 
Geography Department after the conference and find it 
ourselves.” 

While the fairies and witches made their way to the 
conference chambers, the floating carriages started to land 
and the emerging passengers caught the girls’ attention. 

The first to arrive was King White from the Northern 
Kingdom. The fairies instantly recognized him from his 
black hair and rugged good looks. Even though King White 
had been on the throne for more than two years, he still 
chose to wear the uniform of a knight. 

The next arrival was King Warworth from the Western 
Kingdom. An obnoxious feathered hat covered his bald 
head and his mustache had become so bushy it covered his 
mouth. Both King White and King Warworth brought two 
armed knights as their guests. 

The kings were followed by Queen Endustria from the 
Eastern Kingdom. The elderly queen wore a gown made 
from a metallic fabric—a tribute to her kingdom’s most 
prized export—and her white hair was styled underneath a 
silver headdress that resembled the jaws of a wrench. Her 
face was pale and wrinkled and she walked slowly with the 
help of a cane. Queen Endustria had brought a knight and 
her granddaughter, Princess Proxima, as her guests. The 
princess wore a dress and hairstyle very similar to her 
grandmother’s, and even though there were several 
decades between them, they shared a strong family 
resemblance. 

The fourth arrival was the Goblin Elder, leader of the 
Goblin Territory. Goblins were known for their glossy green 
skin, pointed ears, and sharp nails—and the Goblin Elder 
was no exception. He traveled with two goblin warriors, 


one male and one female. The female goblin was about 
seven feet tall and very muscular. She had messy pink hair, 
wore armor and breastplates made from hubcaps, and she 
carried a tall staff. 

Shortly after the goblins arrived, the fifth carriage 
touched down and the Troll Chief stepped outside. The 
leader of the Troll Territory also traveled with two guards 
for his protection. The trolls were harder to tell apart than 
the goblins were. All three of them were short and hairy, 
with big noses, big teeth, big feet, and tiny horns. 

The sixth carriage landed at the institute and King Elvin, 
leader of the Elf Territory, emerged. Unlike other elves, 
who were traditionally small and slender, the royal family 
were tall and broad shouldered. The king had long dark 
hair, and he wore a wide crown made from tree branches 
and a black-and-white-checkered suit. Unfortunately, the 
elves were infamous for their poor tailoring skills, and the 
king’s sleeves and pant legs were asymmetrical. King Elvin 
only traveled with one guest—his eldest son, Prince Elron. 
The prince was the spitting image of his father, but wore a 
much smaller crown made from sticks. 

Next, the fairies were thrilled to see that Emerelda’s 
adoptive father, Mr. Slate, had been chosen to represent 
the dwarfs. He arrived in the seventh carriage with two 
dwarfs from his mine. It looked like all three had just 
gotten off work because they were covered in dirt and all 
three wielded pickaxes. 

The eighth carriage landed immediately after the dwarfs 
and brought a single ogre to the institute. The ogre barely 
fit inside the coach and had trouble squeezing out the door. 
He was about nine feet tall, had brown bumpy skin, and his 
large nose was pierced with a bone. The ogre was the only 
representative the fairies had never met before. He seemed 
just as confused as they were about why he was there. 

Just like the fairies and witches, all the representatives 
were speechless as they took in their first sight of the 


Alchemy Institute. They stood motionless, their eyes 
darting from department to department, and they didn’t 
even notice their peers standing beside them. 

Brystal was relieved to see all the leaders together. 
Although they had had their differences in the past— 
especially with the trolls and goblins—the fairies were on 
good terms with the representatives. In fact, Brystal was 
the reason the elves, trolls, goblins, and dwarfs had 
territories to call their own. She was confident the 
Conference of Kings would go smoothly and they’d find a 
conclusion that wouldn’t put Xanthous’s life in jeopardy. 

Unfortunately, Brystal quickly realized her relief was 
premature when a ninth carriage appeared in the sky. The 
carriage landed on the strip beside the others and the door 
was kicked open before the vehicle came to a complete 
stop. To the fairies’ and witches’ dismay, the Righteous 
Emperor stepped out, joined by his High Commander and 
the largest skeleton from his Army of the Dead. 

“What is he doing here?!” Lucy shouted. 

“He was invited like the rest of you,” Dr. Stone told 
them. 

“How could you invite him?” Emerelda asked. “He’s a 
monster!” 

“Regardless of his cruel tactics, the Righteous Emperor 
is still the leader of the South,” Dr. Stone said. “The main 
objective of the Conference of Kings is diplomacy—and it 
wouldn’t be very diplomatic to exclude someone just 
because we disagree with them.” 

Unlike the other leaders, Seven gazed at the institute the 
same way he looked at everything—as if it was something 
to conquer. Just the sight of his smug face made Brystal’s 
blood boil. 

“I have a feeling this conference is going to be anything 
but diplomatic,” she said. 





CHAPTER EIGHT 
-a 


THE CONFERENCE OF KINGS 


The conference was held in a large circular room at the 


top of the institute’s tallest building. From there, the guests 
had a magnificent view of the surrounding campus, the 
grand armillary sphere spinning directly above them, and 
the endless ocean sparkling below. However, the beautiful 
view wasn’t enough to ease the tension among the 
representatives. The marvel and majesty of the Alchemy 
Institute was no match for the guests’ collective 
resentment toward the Righteous Emperor, and from the 
moment he arrived, Seven had been the center of their 
attention. It took the representatives every ounce of self- 
control not to tackle the emperor on the spot. Even the 
elderly Queen Endustria looked like she was ready to throw 
a few punches. 

Brystal, Lucy, and the other representatives were seated 
at an enormous round table while their guests stood beside 
them. Dr. States had the twelfth seat at the table and the 
other alchemists stood in a tight group behind him. 

“Before we begin, I want to thank you all for joining us 
today,” Dr. States said. 

Lucy angrily slammed both hands on the table and 
glared at Seven. 

“How could you invite that monster here?!” she shouted. 
“He doesn’t care about protecting the planet! He’s 
planning to conquer the world with an army of dead 
soldiers!” 


The room erupted in agreement, echoing Lucy’s 
concerns. A snide smile grew across the Righteous 
Emperor’s face as he watched the others objecting to his 
attendance. He leaned back in his chair and rested his feet 
on the table, enjoying every moment of the disruption. Dr. 
States raised a hand to silence the room. 

“I understand your frustration,” the alchemist said. 
“However, the current crisis is much more important than 
any conflicts between us. I trust you will all work out your 
differences in good time, but right now, we have to work 
together to save the only planet we have.” 

The representatives sank into their seats bitterly and 
went quiet. 

“Now, are there any other concerns we should address 
before we start?” Dr. States asked. 

The ogre sheepishly raised his hand. “I have a question,” 
he said. “What am I doing here? I’ve never held office or 
sat on a throne in my life—I don’t even own furniture!” 

“You were the only ogre who agreed to come,” the 
alchemist said. 

The ogre shrugged. “Fair enough,” he said. “Please 
proceed.” 

Dr. States tapped his cane on the floor and the drapes 
shut by themselves, shrouding the conference room in 
darkness. The alchemist nodded to Dr. Strait and she rolled 
a map across the table. Once the map was exposed, a 
bright three-dimensional image of the world rose off the 
parchment. The image zoomed toward the Eastern 
Kingdom, and soon a miniature Ironhand appeared across 
the table. The leaders were amazed by the magical 
diorama. 

“For situations like this, I believe it’s best to start with 
the facts,” Dr. States said. “Once all the facts are 
presented, we can come up with probable conclusions to fill 
in any blanks or answer any remaining questions. And once 
we’re all on the same page, we can pitch different 


resolutions to address the matter and then vote on the best 
one.” 

The alchemist’s plan seemed very reasonable and the 
representatives nodded. 

“Now here are the facts,” Dr. States began. “Last night, 
at precisely ten minutes past midnight, a fire started in the 
basement of the Copper Mugs and Suites Tavern in central 
Ironhand. The fire spread rapidly through the city and 
continued into the Eastern countryside. Over a hundred 
square blocks and over three hundred thousand acres were 
destroyed in a matter of minutes.” 

As Dr. States recited the facts, a fire moved through the 
diorama of Ironhand, destroying everything in its path. 
Queen Endustria shuddered at the reenactment. 

“It was the greatest tragedy in my kingdom’s history,” 
she said. “The fire was only two streets away from the 
Eastern Palace. If it hadn’t turned west and headed across 
the river, Princess Proxima and I would have been burned 
alive.” 

“The fire also moved quicker and burned hotter than any 
fire we’ve ever recorded,” Dr. States continued. “On a scale 
of one to ten—one being a lit candle and ten being a 
volcanic eruption—the heat emitting from last night’s fire 
was a fifteen. At this time, we are not certain of what or 
who caused the abnormal fire. But we do know that 
Xanthous Hayfield, a fairy with a magical specialty for fire, 
was staying at the Copper Mugs and Suites Tavern when 
the fire started. We also know the fire began in Mr. 
Hayfield’s suite and that the fire moved with him as he 
traveled through the city and fled into the countryside. It is 
also a fact that the fire stopped burning in Ironhand as 
soon Mr. Hayfield was gone.” 

“Well, that settles it then,” King Warworth said. “The boy 
is clearly responsible.” 

“No, it wasn’t Xanthous’s fault!” Emerelda exclaimed. “I 
was there! I saw it with my own eyes! The fire moved 


through the city because it was chasing him! It wasn’t 
coming from his magic!” 

“But what else could have caused such a disaster?” the 
Troll Chief asked. 

Once again, Dr. States raised his hand and the room 
went quiet. 

“Please—I know this is a sensitive matter, but let me 
present all the facts before we jump to any conclusions,” 
the alchemist said. “While I’m not accusing Mr. Hayfield of 
anything just yet, it’s worth mentioning that he has a 
history of losing control of his abilities. Two years ago, he 
caused a massive wildfire in the Northwest Foothills of the 
Southern Kingdom. And that fire also traveled with his 
movements. It ended when Mr. Hayfield’s late mentor, 
Madame Weatherberry, temporarily muted his magic 
abilities. Last night, for reasons unknown to us, the 
Ironhand fire ended shortly before crossing the border of 
the Troll Territory. And the last time Mr. Hayfield was seen, 
he was headed in that direction.” 

The representatives glanced at one another with grave 
concern. An unsettling feeling began to grow in the pit of 
Brystal’s stomach—convincing her peers of Xanthous’s 
innocence would be more difficult than she had hoped. 

“Where is the boy now?” King White asked. 

“We don’t know,” Dr. States said. “No one has seen or 
heard from him since last night.” 

“If he’s innocent, then why is he hiding?” the Goblin 
Elder asked. 

“Obviously, he’s worried people will blame him for the 
fire,” Brystal said. “Look, I understand the facts are against 
him, but I know Xanthous. He would never do something 
like this! And he hasn’t lost control of his abilities in years!” 

“His intentions are beside the point,” Dr. States said. 
“Whether deliberate or not, the fire happened. This 
conference is about ensuring it doesn’t happen again.” 

“Personally, I don’t see another logical explanation,” 


King Elvin said. “Especially if the boy has a history of 
causing damage. It’s far too big of a coincidence.” 

“I’m afraid I have to agree,” Mr. Slate said. 

“Papa!” Emerelda gasped. 

“I’m sorry, Em,” her father said. “If your friend didn’t 
cause the fire, then what did?” 

The fairies and witches looked around, desperate to 
come up with an explanation that contradicted the 
evidence, but none came to mind. Then Brystal’s gaze 
drifted toward Seven’s spiteful smile and it gave her an 
idea. 

“We don’t know—but let me present some facts,” she 
told the room. “There are many people in this world who 
hate the Fairy Council. In fact, there are people in this 
room who are determined to destroy everything we stand 
for. So it isn’t a stretch to think an enemy would want to 
hurt one of us. And if someone was planning to attack 
Ironhand with a new type of fire, Xanthous would be the 
perfect person to frame. If you ask me, the fire seems 
suspiciously coincidental. It could have been in the works 
for months! Maybe even years!” 

The representatives scratched their heads as they 
considered Brystal’s theory. Although convincing, she could 
tell it wasn’t enough to persuade them. Dr. States cleared 
his throat to get the room’s attention. 

“The Fairy Godmother has presented her conclusion, 
now allow me to present ours,” the alchemist said. “Given 
the information, my colleagues and I believe that Mr. 
Hayfield’s abilities have evolved beyond his control. 
Fortunately, he was able to extinguish the fire before it 
crossed into the Troll Territory, but we may not be so lucky 
next time. We fear Mr. Hayfield may cause another fire— 
possibly even stronger than the one last night—and if he 
creates a fire that cannot be stopped, the world will most 
certainly perish.” 

The magical diorama zoomed out to show the entire 


planet. The representatives were horrified as a powerful 
fire burned through the continent and obliterated all the 
kingdoms and territories. The atmosphere filled with 
smoke, turning the sky black and the oceans gray. Nothing 
could survive a disaster like that. 

“We have to find the boy at once!” King White exclaimed. 

“He must be stopped by any means necessary!” Queen 
Endustria said. 

“Wait!” Brystal pleaded. “I agree, we have to do 
everything in our power to prevent another disaster—but 
we still aren’t positive Xanthous caused the fire! We need 
to collect more evidence before we make any decisions!” 

The other representatives groaned and scoffed at her 
remark. 

“What more do you need?” the Goblin Elder asked. 

“The facts speak for themselves,” King Elvin said. 

“We have to act before he destroys us all!” the Troll 
Chief said. 

Brystal wasn’t ready to give up, but she didn’t know 
what else to say. 

“Respectfully, Fairy Godmother, it’s important to 
separate yourself from the situation,” Dr. States said. “The 
world’s greatest threat has never been famine, disaster, or 
disease—but the ignorance that fails to prevent those 
conditions. For too long, the truth has been at war with 
people who are too stubborn to accept it. Think of all the 
pain and suffering we could stop if everyone valued facts 
over feelings. Think of all the pain and suffering you would 
have been spared from.” 

The comment made Brystal speechless. She thought 
about what it had been like to grow up in a society that 
oppressed women and a world that hated the magical 
community. Brystal couldn’t imagine all the sorrow and 
heartache she might have avoided if the people in power 
had prioritized finding the truth, instead of spreading lies 
to validate their prejudices. And now Brystal was doing the 


exact same thing. She was willing to ignore all the evidence 
to protect something she treasured. If she didn’t at least 
listen to what the facts were saying, was she any better 
than the Justices of the Southern Kingdom? Or the 
clansmen of the Righteous Brotherhood? 

“All right,” she said. “For argument’s sake, let’s say 
Xanthous accidentally caused the fire. How do we stop him 
from starting another one? What sort of resolution do you 
recommend?” 

The representatives sat in silence and avoided making 
eye contact with Brystal. She could tell they all had the 
same thing in mind but were too afraid to mention it. 

“Well, if no one else is going to say it, I will,” Seven said. 
“Obviously, the boy must be eliminated. It’s the only way to 
guarantee the world’s safety.” 

“Oh, shut up, you murderous rat!” Lucy shouted. 

“You think killing fairies is the answer to everything!” 
Emerelda yelled. 

“Am I wrong?” Seven asked the room. “You said it 
yourself, Dr. States—Xanthous can’t control his abilities. It 
doesn’t matter how many times they’re muted or 
controlled, history keeps repeating itself. Therefore, as long 
as he’s alive, the world will always be in danger.” 

The fairies and witches rolled their eyes at the 
preposterous statement. However, none of the other 
representatives objected. In fact, all the kings of the 
conference looked to one another and slowly started 
nodding. 

“It pains me greatly to say this, but the Righteous 
Emperor is correct,” King White said. 

“Your Majesty!” Brystal exclaimed. “You aren’t serious!” 

“Forgive me, Fairy Godmother,” King White said. “The 
Northern Kingdom will always be profoundly grateful to 
you and the Fairy Council for saving us from the Snow 
Queen, but I can’t in good conscience stand by and allow 
that kind of threat to surface again. There is no question in 


my mind: ending one life to save every other life on earth is 
a Sacrifice we must make.” 

“I couldn’t agree more,” Queen Endustria said. “Our 
people are depending on us to act. We must do whatever is 
necessary to protect them.” 

“Hear! Hear!” King Warworth said. 

“Then let’s put it to a vote,” Dr. States said. “All in favor 
of eliminating Xanthous Hayfield to ensure the planet’s 
Survival, say aye.” 

“Aye,” King White said. 

“Aye,” King Warworth said. 

“Aye,” King Elvin said. 

“Definitely aye,” Seven said with a wicked grin. 

“Aye,” the Goblin Elder said. 

“Aye,” the Troll Chief said. 

“Aye,” the Ogre said. 

“Well, I say nay!” Lucy exclaimed. “Heck nay!” 

Queen Endustria looked over her shoulder to Princess 
Proxima. 

“Well, what will it be, dear?” she asked. 

“Grandmother? You want me to cast the vote?” the 
princess asked. 

“Pm on borrowed time as it is,” Queen Endustria said. 
“You'll be sitting on the throne sooner than either of us 
would like to admit. I won’t have to live with today’s 
decision, you will. So the choice is yours.” 

The princess was taken back by the unexpected 
responsibility. 

“Then I vote aye,” she said. “We cannot let our people 
relive the horrors of last night.” 

Mr. Slate sighed and sadly shook his head. 

“I am so sorry, Em, but I don’t see another choice,” the 
dwarf said. “Aye.” 

“My condolences, ladies,” Dr. States told the fairies and 
witches. “The ayes have it. 

Looking around the table, Brystal was reminded of her 


battle with the Snow Queen—and not just because King 
White was there. The representative’s consensus was the 
new monster she had to defeat. 

“Now we must discuss the method of elimination,” Dr. 
States told the room. “The alchemists and I are prepared to 
find the boy and carry out the execution. I will personally 
lead a team to complete the task. I’d prefer to use the 
quickest and most humane method possible. In my opinion, 
it’s unnecessary to make a painful situation more painful by 
committing a—” 

Brystal’s eyes darted around the conference room as she 
desperately tried to think of something—anything—that 
could change the outcome. Fortunately, an idea came to her 
—and she couldn’t believe she was about to say it out loud: 

“Wait!!” Brystal interrupted, and the room went silent. 
“We don’t have to kill him. There’s another way we can 
prevent Xanthous from starting another fire ever again.” 

The representatives and the alchemists were confused. 
Even the fairies and witches were eager to hear what 
Brystal was thinking. 

“And how do you propose we do that?” Dr. States asked. 

Brystal took a deep breath—it was now or never. 

“By using the Book of Sorcery,” she said. 

“What’s the Book of Sorcery?” King Warworth asked. 

“It’s the most powerful spell book ever created,” Brystal 
said. “According to legend, the book contains a spell that 
can render someone powerless. If your theory is correct, 
and Xanthous is the source of the fire, we can use the book 
to strip him of all magic ability—and if my theory is correct, 
and Xanthous isn’t responsible, we could use the book to 
defeat whatever is causing the fire.” 

The representatives had never heard of such a book 
before. They turned to the alchemists and waited for them 
to confirm its existence. However, the scientists only 
seemed tickled by Brystal’s suggestion, and they were 
trying not to laugh at her. 


“Fairy Godmother, I’m afraid the Book of Sorcery is just 
a legend,” Dr. Stage said. “In all my years of studying 
history, I’ve come across many myths written about it, but 
no evidence to prove it exists.” 

“Actually, the Book of Sorcery does exist,” Dr. States 
said. 

Unlike his colleagues, Dr. States looked anything but 
amused. The alchemist stared at Brystal with a gravely 
serious scowl, as if she had just revealed something she 
wasn’t supposed to know about. 

“Sir? Are you certain?” Dr. Storm asked. 

“It’s as real as the nose on my face,” Dr. States said. 

The confirmation bewildered the other alchemists. 

“Why have you never told us this before?” Dr. Steam 
asked. 

“Because too many talented alchemists have lost their 
lives trying to find it,” Dr. States said. “The book contains 
the most powerful spells the world has ever known. And 
yes, the Fairy Godmother is correct—the Book of Sorcery 
holds a spell to render someone powerless. But retrieving 
the book is impossible—it’s a suicide mission for anyone 
who has ever attempted it.” 

“Respectfully, Dr. States, I eat the impossible for 
breakfast,” Brystal said. 

The comment made the fairies and witches whistle and 
snap. The representatives and the alchemists were rather 
surprised to hear such a bold remark come from the Fairy 
Godmother. Dr. States seemed intrigued by Brystal’s 
confidence. 

“My dear, are you aware of what retrieving the Book of 
Sorcery entails?” he pressed. “Do you know where it’s 
located? And what horrors are waiting inside?” 

Brystal nodded. “I know it’s in the Temple of Knowledge 
and the temple is guarded by a tribe of unlikely warriors,” 
she said. “I also know once you're inside the temple, there 
are physical, mental, and emotional challenges you must 


pass. And if you make it past the challenges, before you can 
enter the vault where the Book of Sorcery is located, you 
must come face-to-face with the deadliest and most 
dangerous creature that’s ever graced the earth.” 

The mood of the conference became very tense. The 
representatives broke out in a nervous murmur, each one 
speculating what that creature might be. 

“That doesn’t seem so bad,” the ogre said. “What’s the 
most dangerous creature to grace the earth? A bear? A 
lion? A wolf? One of those snakes that lives in toilets?” 

All the alchemists turned to Dr. Stag with curiosity. If 
anyone knew the answer, it would be the zoologist. 

“A dragon,” Dr. Stag said with a gulp. “Dragons are the 
most violent and destructive species to ever live. They’ve 
been extinct for thousands of years and, although we have 
the capability of bringing one back to life, no zoologist in 
his right mind would ever dream of it. Dragons are capable 
of catastrophic damage. In fact, the last time the 
Conference of Kings was held, our ancestors decided to 
exterminate dragons to save the planet.” 

The whole room shuddered at the thought of such a 
ferocious creature. 

“And the Fairy Godmother wants to face a dragon to save 
a friend?” King Elvin asked. 

Brystal locked eyes with the fairies and witches—they all 
knew she had more than one reason for wanting the Book 
of Sorcery. It was their only hope of destroying the Army of 
the Dead, too. 

“Xanthous would do the same for me,” Brystal said. “But 
I still don’t know how to find the temple. We’ve been to 
every corner of the globe but have never seen anything like 
it. I was hoping Dr. Strait might point me in the right 
direction.” 

The request caught Dr. Strait off guard. “I’m sorry,” she 
said. “I’ve never heard of the temple until now, and I’ve 
never seen it on any of my maps.” 


“That’s because you won’t find it on any map,” Dr. States 
said. “The temple’s location is concealed by powerful 
sorcery. Although I’ve never seen it myself, J know how to 
find it.” 

The fairies’ and witches’ postures rose with their spirits. 

“Please, Dr. States, you have to tell us!” Emerelda 
pleaded. 

“We’re begging you!” Tangerina cried. 

The alchemist hesitated as he weighed the pros and 
cons. 

“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked. 

“Positive,” Brystal said. “If there’s even a chance that 
the Book of Sorcery can help me save Xanthous’s life, I 
have to find it. Give me a week to travel to the temple and 
retrieve the book. And if I’m not back by then, you can 
carry out the elimination as planned.” 

Dr. States squinted at Brystal and rubbed his chin as he 
considered. 

“Fine,” he said. “If you retrieve the Book of Sorcery and 
strip Mr. Hayfield of his magic abilities, we will spare his 
life. However, we cannot wait a week and risk the 
possibility of him starting another fire. We must proceed 
with the elimination as planned and hope you find the book 
before we find him. Is that clear?” 

Brystal felt like she had been punched in the stomach. 
She didn’t think the pressure of finding the Book of Sorcery 
could be greater than it already was, but what choice did 
she have? 

“T understand,” she said. 

The Righteous Emperor was growing more uptight by 
the second. Obviously, the Book of Sorcery was the book 
she had been searching for in the Chariot Hills Library— 
but that was days before the Ironhand fires. Regardless of 
what she told the alchemists, he knew Brystal had more 
plans for the book than she was letting on. He could smell 
her desperation. 


“This is absurd!” Seven proclaimed. “We can’t trust her 
with the Book of Sorcery! If she survives the journey, who 
knows what she might do with it!” 

“We certainly know what you would do with it!” Lucy 
snapped. 

“The Righteous Emperor and the fat witch both have a 
point,” the Troll Chief said. “I trust the Fairy Godmother, 
but what if the book falls into the wrong hands? No one 
should have that kind of power!” 

“I agree with the Troll Chief,” the Goblin Elder said. “If 
the Fairy Godmother finds the Book of Sorcery, after she 
uses the spell on her friend, the book should be kept 
somewhere safe!” 

“We’d be happy to keep the book here with us,” Dr. 
States said. 

“And how can we trust you?” Seven sneered. 

“As this institute proves, alchemists can be trusted with 
many things the rest of the world isn’t ready to handle,” Dr. 
States said. “You all have my word: the Book of Sorcery will 
be kept safe and faithfully looked after.” 

Seven fumed—still unsatisfied. “But,” he continued, 
“there’s nothing stopping the Fairy Godmother from using 
the Book of Sorcery before the spell on her friend!” 

“Perhaps we can send someone to supervise the Fairy 
Godmother,” Dr. States suggested. 

The Righteous Emperor went quiet as he considered. 
The more he thought about it, the more a sinister grin 
spread across his face. 

“Yes, that’s exactly what we should do,” Seven said. 
“Each of us should send a delegate with the Fairy 
Godmother to make sure she keeps her word.” 

The fairies and witches groaned at the proposal. 

“Why not just put a bell around her neck while you’re at 
it!” Lucy shouted. 

“It’s not entirely unreasonable,” Dr. States said. “Fairy 
Godmother, do you have any objection to being 


accompanied by delegates?” 

Naturally, Brystal had many objections to traveling with 
chaperones, but she would do anything to get her hands on 
the Book of Sorcery—and she would never get there 
without Dr. States’s help. 

“I don’t mind at all,” she said, and glared at Seven. “In 
fact, I welcome the company. I’m going to need all the help 
I can get.” 

“Very well,” Dr. States said. “If they wish, each king may 
appoint a delegate to travel with the Fairy Godmother to 
the Temple of Knowledge.” 

The representatives spoke privately with their guests to 
determine who should join the mission. Brystal and Lucy 
pulled the fairies and witches into a tight huddle. 

“Brystal, are you sure you’re up for this?” Emerelda 
asked. “Shouldn’t you send one of us to the temple so you 
can keep looking for the Immortal?” 

“Of course not,” Brystal said. “The temple is dangerous 
and I have less than two weeks left to live anyway. If I don’t 
return by then, you can send someone else in my place. 
Even if I don’t get the Book of Sorcery, hopefully I can 
make the temple safer for whoever replaces me. In the 
meantime, the rest of you need to search for Xanthous. We 
need to track him down and keep him somewhere the 
alchemists won’t find him.” 

The fairies and witches nodded. 

“Who’s going to be the witches’ delegate?” Tangerina 
asked. 

“Obviously, I’m the best choice,” Stitches said. 

“No, I’m the best choice!” Sprout said. 

“Are you two crazy?” Lucy asked them. “You’re both 
flammable! I’m not sending you into a temple with a fire- 
breathing dragon. II go.” 

“Lucy, no!” Brystal said. “I can’t let you do this—it’s too 
dangerous!” 

“And I can’t let you face a dragon alone!” Lucy said. 


“Besides, it’s not your decision to make. The Witch King 
has spoken.” 

Brystal sighed and shook her head, but she knew there 
was no use arguing with her. 

“Thanks, Lucy,” she said. “I’m really going to owe you 
one if we survive this.” 

Lucy smiled. “I’ll add it to your tab,” she said. 

After several minutes of deliberating, all the 
representatives had made their decisions. 

“T trust you’ve all made wise choices,” Dr. States said. 
“Which witch has the Witch King selected?” 

“TIl be representing the witches,” Lucy said. 

“Very well,” Dr. States asked. “King of the North?” 

“The Northern Kingdom will be sending Sir Rain,” King 
White said, and nodded to the knight standing beside him. 
“Two years ago, he was instrumental in helping me battle 
the Snow Queen. If anyone can face a dragon and live to 
tell the tale, it’s him.” 

“King of the East?” 

“The Eastern Kingdom will be sending Sir Hammer,” 
Princess Proxima said, and turned to the guard behind her. 
“He has been protecting me and my grandmother for my 
entire life. I would trust him with the Book of Sorcery more 
than anyone else in the world.” 

“King of the West?” 

“The Western Kingdom will be sending Sir Timber,” King 
Warworth said, and gestured to the solider at his side. “He 
is as sharp as he is brave and will easily outsmart or 
outfight whatever the temple has in store.” 

“King of the South?” 

The Righteous Emperor nodded to the tall skeleton 
guarding him. 

“Him—whoever he was,” he said. 

“King of the Trolls?” 

“The Troll Territory will be sending Butternut,” the Troll 
Chief said, and slapped the back of the troll next to him. 


“Although small and smelly, Butternut is the fiercest and 
most loyal protector I’ve ever had.” 

“King of the Goblins?” 

“The Goblin Territory will be sending Gobzella,” the 
Goblin Elder said, and pointed to his female companion. 
“She is the strongest and loudest warrior the goblins have 
ever known and I am confident she will return, even if the 
others don’t.” 

“I’m honored to SERVE!” Gobzella yelled, and everyone 
in the room covered their ears. 

“King of the Dwarfs?” 

“The Dwarf Territory will send Spanky the Minor,” Mr. 
Slate said, and patted the shoulder of the dwarf standing 
next to him. “Do not let his height fool you. Spanky is 
masterful with the pickax. The dragon won’t see him 
coming.” 

“King of the Ogres?” 

“If it’s all the same to you, I think I’m going to sit this 
mission out,” he said. “I barely fit in the carriage—I’ll 
probably just get in the way.” 

“Fine by me,” Dr. States said. “And finally, who will the 
King of the Elves be sending?” 

“The Elf Territory will be sending Prince Elron,” King 
Elvin announced, and then shot his son a very stern look. 
“Do not disappoint me.” 

Prince Elron gulped. “I won’t, Father.” 

The others were surprised the Elf king had selected his 
own son—but no one looked more surprised than the prince 
himself. 

“Very well,” Dr. States said. “The delegates will leave for 
the Temple of Knowledge at once, and in the meantime, the 
alchemists and I will start searching for Mr. Hayfield.” 

The alchemist tapped the table with his cane like a judge 
with a gavel. 

“The Conference of Kings is adjourned,” he declared. 

Brystal closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 


“Hang on, Xanthous,” she whispered to herself. “Help is 
on the way.” 





CHAPTER NINE 
aie eas 


Watcu_ Your STEP 


Xanthous? Xanthous?” 


Xanthous was hoping it had all been a bad dream. While 
he slept he was haunted by images of burning buildings, 
the sounds of people screaming, and the smell of scorched 
earth. Unfortunately, when Xanthous’s eyes fluttered open, 
the nightmare awoke with him. 

At first, Xanthous didn’t know where he was. He was 
exhausted, his head was throbbing, and his whole body 
ached as if he had run a marathon. He quickly sat up and 
looked around to get his whereabouts. He had been 
sleeping on a pile of hay on the top floor of an old windmill. 
He got to his feet and glanced out the nearest window. The 
windmill was in the middle of a field and surrounded by a 
tall forest—although which forest, he couldn’t tell. It was 
evening and the sun was starting to set in the distance. 

Xanthous checked his body and saw he was still wearing 
his civilian disguise from the Eastern Kingdom, although it 
was singed and covered in ash. Strangely, he was also 
wearing a crystal medal with a red ribbon around his neck. 
After once glance at the medal, all the memories of the long 
night and the early morning came rushing back. 

“Xanthous? Are you there?” 

Xanthous jumped at the sound of the voice. He thought it 
had been part of his dream, but it was coming from 
somewhere in the windmill below him! Xanthous cautiously 
climbed down the ladder and inspected the lower floors. 


Each level was completely empty except for cobwebs and 
rusty gears. 

“Xanthous, if you can hear me, give me a sign!” the voice 
persisted. 

“He’s d-d-definitely not in there,” said another. 

“This windmill is as empty as a politician’s promise! HA- 
HA!” laughed a third. 

“We should move on,” suggested a fourth. “According to 
the map, it looks like there’s a barn about a mile away. 
Maybe he’s in there?” 

“No, wait!” the first voice insisted. “I have a good feeling 
about this place.” 

“That could b-b-be gas,” said the second. 

Xanthous eventually made it to the ground floor. The first 
level of the windmill housed a small living area, but besides 
a table and a few chairs, it was just as vacant as the other 
floors. However, something strange caught Xanthous’s eye. 
In a corner of the room was a full-length mirror, but instead 
of seeing his own reflection, he saw the reflection of a 
friend. 

“Skylene?” he asked in shock. 

“Xanthous! Thank God you’re all right!” she exclaimed, 
and then looked over her shoulder. “See! I told you I had a 
good feeling! It wasn’t gas!” 

In the mirror, Skylene was joined by the reflections of 
Mrs. Vee, Pip, and Beebee. Beyond them, Xanthous could 
see the glass furniture of Brystal’s office. He rubbed his 
aching temples, worried he might be hallucinating. 

“How am I seeing you guys right now?” Xanthous asked. 

“We’re using a m-m-magic m-m-mirror\” Beebee said. 

“Isn’t it neat?” Pip said. “It allows us to see through any 
other mirror in the world!” 

“But how did you find me?” Xanthous asked. 

“We’ve been following your star on the Map of Magic all 
day, but then earlier this afternoon it disappeared!” 
Skylene said. “That’s when Mrs. Vee recommended we use 


the mirror to find you. So we started peeking into all the 
cottages and shops near the spot where you vanished!” 

Xanthous scratched his head. “You’ve been looking into 
people’s homes? Isn’t that a violation of privacy?” 

The fairies and witches looked to one another with guilty 
eyes. 

“You d-d-don’t want to know what w-w-we’ve seen,” 
Beebee said. 

“Mrs. Vee, have you always had a magic mirror?” 
Xanthous asked. 

“I forgot I had one in storage,” Mrs. Vee said with a 
shrug. “When I was younger, I was madly in love with a 
traveling tradesman—unfortunately, he had a reputation for 
being quite the ladies’ man. So I got a magic mirror to spy 
on him while he was on the road.” 

“And what happened? Was he unfaithful?” Xanthous 
asked. 

“I don’t know—I had an affair and forgot all about him! 
HA-HA!” The housekeeper chuckled. “But that’s a story for 
another time—I’m so glad to see you’re all right!” 

Xanthous climbed off the ladder and crawled closer to 
his friends’ reflections—but peculiarly, he never let his feet 
touch the floor. He hopped from chair to chair, stool to 
stool, and then knelt on top of a desk in front of the mirror. 

“Why are you climbing across the furniture?” Pip asked. 
“Are there mice?” 

“No, I can’t let my feet touch the ground—that’s when it 
starts!” he explained. 

“That’s when what starts?” Skylene asked. 

“The fire!” Xanthous exclaimed. “But it isn’t coming from 
me! Look! I can prove it!” 

He held up the crystal medal around his neck and 
Skylene instantly recognized it. 

“You’re wearing your old Muter Medal!” she said. 

“That’s how I know the fire isn’t coming from me!” he 
said. “I’ve been wearing the medal since this afternoon, but 


the fire still appears whenever I make contact with the 
ground!” 

The fairies and witches were absolutely baffled. They 
had so many questions they didn’t know what to ask first. 

“Wait, Xanthous, start from the beginning,” Skylene said. 
“Em told us what she saw last night, but we want to hear it 
from you.” 

Xanthous took a deep breath and shook his head, still 
trying to process it himself. 

“I was Sleeping in my room at the tavern, when suddenly, 
I woke up and found my entire suite was on fire!” he 
recalled. “I tried to put it out with magic, but the flames 
wouldn’t stop! Em and I alerted the rest of the tavern and 
got the guests to safety, but by the time we were outside, 
the fire was spreading everywhere! It even chased us into 
the street! So we ran! But the fire followed us! We crossed 
the Eastern River and the flames moved across the surface 
of the water! I’ve never seen fire do that before! I didn’t 
know what else to do, so I kept running! I ran for miles and 
miles across the countryside, but the fire never slowed 
down. Eventually it caught up with me and completely 
surrounded me! I climbed a tree to escape it, and as soon 
as I reached the very top, I looked down and saw the fire 
had disappeared.” 

“Holy smokes!” Mrs. Vee said. “No pun intended. HA- 
HA!” 

“I stayed in that tree for hours,” Xanthous went on. 
“When I climbed down and put my feet on the ground, the 
flames returned almost instantly! For whatever reason, 
whenever I make physical contact with the ground, the fire 
reappears! At that point I was still terrified that I was the 
one causing it. I needed to stop my magic until I figured out 
what was happening. So I traveled to the Northern 
Kingdom—leaping from stone to stone, and from log to log 
—and went to the mountain where we battled the Snow 
Queen. I found the sinkhole where Squidelle was buried 


and retrieved my Muter Medal from her skeleton! But even 
with the Muter Medal around my neck, the fire still comes 
back whenever my feet touch the ground! Now I’m positive 
the fire isn’t coming from me! How could I create it without 
magic?” 

The fairies and witches were amazed by Xanthous’s story 
and it took them a moment to gather their thoughts. 

“So that’s why you disappeared from the Map of Magic,” 
Pip said. “The medal muted your magic and your location!” 

“But Xanthous, you said you were sleeping when the fire 
started,” Skylene said. “Surely your feet weren’t on the 
ground then?” 

“No, but my room was in the basement,” Xanthous said. 
“Whatever it is, it must have found me when I was 
underground! And it’s been following me ever since!” 

“But if it isn’t coming from you, what’s causing it?” Pip 
asked. 

“I have no idea,” Xanthous said. “But I’m not leaving this 
windmill until we stop it!” 

“We’ve got to tell Brystal and Lucy!” Skylene said. “They 
need to share this with the Conference of Kings before it’s 
too late!” 

Xanthous scrunched his forehead. “What’s the 
Conference of Kings?” he asked. 

“The C-C-Conference of Kings is a c-c-council of elites!” 
Beebee blurted out. “They think you s-s-started the fire and 
are afraid you'll d-d-destroy the world! They’re d-d-deciding 
your f-f-fate as we speak!” 

“WHAT?” Xanthous yelled in terror. “What do you mean 
they’re deciding my fate?! Am I in some kind of danger?!” 

The fairies and witches shared anxious glances. 

“Weeeeeeeeeeeell, I suppose that depends on how the 
conference goes,” Skylene said sheepishly. “Hopefully, 
Brystal and Lucy will convince the other representatives 
that you’re innocent and aren’t going to destroy the planet. 
But if they don’t—” 


“You'll be hunted d-d-down like a sheep in a w-w-wolf 
den!” Beebee declared. 

Xanthous hadn’t thought the situation could get any 
worse, but after hearing this, his skin went pale and his 
whole body went numb. He jumped to his feet and started 
frantically pacing across the desk, plotting his next move. 

“I... I... I can’t believe this is happening to me!” he 
thought out loud. “They’re going to kill me! I have to go 
into hiding until I can prove I’m innocent!” 

“Xanthous, let’s not get carried away!” Skylene said. “So 
what if people think you single-handedly caused the biggest 
disaster in world history—life happens! We know you’re 
innocent, and that’s all that matters.” 

She gave him a sweet smile, as if their trust solved 
everything. Xanthous ignored the comment and continued 
plotting. 

“Tm sorry, girls, but no one can know where I’m headed 
—not even you,” he said. 

Xanthous picked up the chair beside the desk and raised 
it over his head. 

“Wait!” Skylene pleaded. “Xanthous, don’t do this! We 
can help—” 

Xanthous slammed the chair into the mirror. The glass 
shattered and the fairies and witches disappeared from 
sight. Xanthous knew he had to get as far away from the 
windmill as possible—it wouldn’t be long until his friends 
came to find him in person. 

Without time to come up with a better option, Xanthous 
removed some rusty chains from the windmill’s large gears 
and tied a stool to each of his feet. The makeshift stilts 
made him wobble as he walked, but they allowed him to 
move without touching the ground. Taking one small step 
at a time, Xanthous headed outside and journeyed into the 
forest, searching for a place where no one—not even the 
fire—could find him. 





CHAPTER TEN 
— 


INTO THE NORTHEAST 


After the Conference of Kings, the alchemists escorted the 


representatives to the front of the institute where the 
bronze carriages and mechanical birds were waiting to 
take them home. The guests noticed two additional 
carriages had been added to the landing strip—one to take 
Brystal and the delegates to the Temple of Knowledge, and 
the other to take the alchemists to Xanthous—wherever he 
might be. 

Brystal’s stomach was in knots as she watched the 
alchemists load their carriage with weapons and traps—the 
likes of which she had never seen before. There were cages 
with spikes and sharp wires, miniature handheld cannons, 
swords and spears that were launched by springs, and 
crossbows with preloaded arrows. If Brystal hadn’t known 
better, she would have thought the alchemists were the 
ones about to face a dragon. 

“Is all of that necessary?” she asked them. “I thought 
you said the elimination would be as quick and humane as 
possible.” 

“The weapons are just a precaution for our safety,” Dr. 
States said. “One can never be too careful when traveling 
through the kingdoms of man. But I assure you, if we find 
Mr. Hayfield before you return with the Book of Sorcery, his 
elimination will be painless. It’ll be like drifting off to sleep, 
and hopefully, he won’t even see us coming.” 

“Sir, our carriage is ready for departure,” Dr. Steam 


called. 

“Splendid,” Dr. States said, and then addressed the 
representatives. “I suppose it’s time for us to say our 
farewells and go our separate ways.” 

Throughout the landing strip, the delegates said their 
own unique good-byes to their superiors. Sir Rain, Sir 
Hammer, and Sir Timber bowed and kissed the hands of 
their sovereigns, Mr. Slate and Spanky saluted with their 
pickaxes, the Troll Chief and Butternut butted horns like 
dueling bucks, and the Goblin Elder and Gobzella smacked 
each other’s bellies and snorted like pigs. 

However, not all the representatives gave their delegates 
a proper good-bye. King Elvin didn’t say a word to Prince 
Elron. He only glared at his son with a disapproving scowl, 
as if he had already failed the mission. The Righteous 
Emperor didn’t even acknowledge his dead soldier. Instead, 
Seven’s eyes remained fixed on Brystal, as he watched her 
with a sinister smirk. 

“He’s always up to something, isn’t he?” Brystal said to 
her friends. 

The fairies and witches were too worried about her to 
care about the Righteous Emperor. 

“It’s going to be okay,” Brystal assured them—although 
she wasn’t sure she believed it herself. “I know there’s a lot 
to be worried about, but we’ll get through this. We always 
do.” 

“Will we?” Tangerina asked. “Yesterday we were only 
worried about losing you—and that was hard enough to 
swallow. I can’t imagine what it would be like to lose you, 
Lucy, and Xanthous in the same week! The Fairy Council 
would never be the same.” 

Until now, Brystal hadn’t thought about how awful her 
friends must be feeling. Regardless of what happened in 
the Temple of Knowledge, Brystal knew her life was going 
to end—she had come to terms with it—but her friends 
were still taunted by hope. And if Brystal didn’t retrieve the 


Book of Sorcery in time, they would have to endure 
everything Brystal wouldn’t. She waved the fairies and 
witches to the side of the landing strip, where the 
alchemists and representatives couldn’t hear them, for one 
last pep talk. 

“We can’t let fear cloud our focus,” she whispered. “If 
there’s one thing the last year has taught me, it’s how 
complicated life seems when fear takes the reins. And our 
goal is much simpler than our fears would like us to 
believe. First, we have to find Xanthous and keep him safe. 
Second, we have to get the Book of Sorcery. But that’s it. If 
we accomplish those two things, everything will be fine.” 

The fairies and witches nodded but tears welled in their 
eyes. 

“Promise us you’re coming back,” Emerelda said, trying 
her best not to cry. “Promise us this isn’t good-bye.” 

Brystal and Lucy glanced at each other, but it wasn’t a 
promise they could make. 

“Oh, come on.” Lucy laughed it off. “You can’t get rid of 
us that easily. I’ve battled stage mothers who were way 
scarier than dragons.” 

Tangerina’s bottom lip quivered and tears spilled down 
her face. 

“You’re awful, Lucy—but you’re our awful!” she cried. 
“Who am I going to feud with if you die?” 

Tangerina threw her arms around Lucy and sobbed into 
her shoulder. The fairies and witches were surprised by the 
emotional gesture—especially Lucy. 

“There, there,” Lucy comforted her. “You’ll find someone 
just as terrible as me.” 

“No, I won’t.” Tangerina sniffled. “You’re simply the 
worst.” 

“Ditto,” Lucy said. 

The two exchanged a sweet smile—knowing they each 
meant it from the heart. 

“We can’t promise anything, but you can promise us 


something,” Brystal said. “Even if Lucy and I don’t come 
back from the Temple of Knowledge, and even if the 
alchemists do eliminate Xanthous, promise us you won’t let 
any amount of grief stop you from achieving our goal— 
promise me you'll find the Book of Sorcery and use it to 
destroy the Army of the Dead.” 

The fairies and witches looked at one another and gave 
Brystal a confident nod. 

“We promise,” Emerelda said. 

“But if you do die, can Sprout and I have your 
bedrooms?” Stitches asked. 

“Sure,” Lucy said with an awkward shrug. “But don’t do 
anything weird with my bottle cap collection. It’s worth 
something. Someday.” 

Brystal saw the other delegates were starting to gather 
around the carriage. 

“Well, this is it,” she said. “Wish us luck.” 

Brystal and Lucy hugged the fairies and witches good- 
bye. When they arrived at the carriage the girls could sense 
there was already tension among their fellow delegates. 
Although the fairies were on good terms with the other 
kingdoms, there was a long and complicated history 
between the species. Gobzella, Spanky, Butternut, and 
Prince Elron stood in one group while Sir Rain, Sir 
Hammer, and Sir Timber stood in another. The men and the 
talking creatures didn’t speak, but were engaged in a 
heated cross fire of dirty looks. 

“Hi, everyone,” Brystal said with a friendly wave. 
“Before we leave, I want to thank you all for coming along. 
I’m really grateful for your help.” 

Sir Rain, Sir Hammer, and Sir Timber scoffed at her. 

“Is something funny?” Lucy asked. 

“Please don’t act like we’re doing you a favor, Fairy 
Godmother,” Sir Rain said. “We wouldn’t be going on this 
mission unless we were ordered to.” 

“And if something dangerous does happen, just let us 


handle it,” Sir Hammer said. “We’d like to come back in 
one piece and don’t need a group of damsels and beasts 
getting in our way.” 

Lucy crossed her arms. “Who are you calling a damsel?” 
she asked. 

“Damsels may be a stretch but beasts is putting it 
nicely.” Sir Timber chuckled. “Check out that goblin. She’s 
built like a bear and has the face of a swine!” 

SWOOSH! Before Brystal or Lucy could react to the 
knights’ rudeness, Gobzella suddenly dropped to the 
ground. FUMP! With one swipe of her staff, the goblin 
knocked all three knights off their feet. Gobzella jumped 
back up and hovered over the men, raising both of her fists. 

“You see THESE?” she asked them. “This is WRATH and 
this is VENGEANCE! Run your mouth again and I’d be 
happy to make an INTRODUCTION” 

The knights remained on the ground until Gobzella 
backed away. Lucy turned to Brystal with a big grin. 

“I like her,” Lucy whispered. 

Brystal groaned. “This is going to be a long trip,” she 
whispered back. 

Across the way, Dr. Steam, Dr. Storm, and Dr. Stag 
boarded the carriage with all the weapons. Dr. States 
hobbled toward the delegates, and with one tap of his cane, 
their coach’s doors opened on their own. 

“I’m afraid the coach isn’t big enough to seat all of you,” 
the alchemist said. “Some of you will have to ride on the 
Magbirds.” 

“Please, allow us,” Sir Rain said. 

The knights were happy to separate themselves from the 
talking creatures and climbed on top of the mechanical 
birds. The delegates squeezed inside the coach but they 
were still missing the dead soldier from the Righteous 
Empire. Brystal gazed across the landing strip and saw 
Seven was whispering something into the skeleton’s ear. 
When he was finished, the Righteous Emperor pushed the 


dead solider toward the carriage. The skeleton climbed 
inside and had a seat with the others. The smell of the 
soldier’s rotting corpse instantly made the delegates gag. 

“We definitely need to roll down a window or 
something,” Lucy said. 

Brystal waved her wand and masked the skeleton’s smell 
with a flowery scent. Once everyone was aboard, the 
carriage door closed behind them. Brystal used her foot to 
block it from shutting and looked to Dr. States. 

“Are you going to tell us how to get to the Temple of 
Knowledge?” she asked. 

“The Magbirds have been instructed to fly northeast,” 
the alchemist said. 

Brystal waited for more instructions but that was all Dr. 
States said. 

“That’s it?” she asked. “We just fly northeast and we’ll 
find the temple?” 

“No,” Dr. States said. “Fly northeast and it will find you.” 

The simple instructions made Brystal a little uneasy, but 
She lifted her foot and allowed the carriage door to shut 
behind her. Dr. States hobbled back across the landing strip 
and joined Dr. Steam, Dr. Storm, and Dr. Stag in the other 
carriage. Two chimes announced the vehicles’ departure 
and both sets of mechanical birds lunged forward. The 
Carriages soared into the sky, one taking the delegates into 
the Northeast, and the other taking the alchemists into the 
Northwest. 

The representatives and the remaining alchemists waved 
to the vehicles as they disappeared into opposite horizons. 
Once they were out of sight, the remaining alchemists 
headed back to the institute and the guests headed to their 
carriages home. As the fairies and witches climbed inside, 
they noticed the Righteous Emperor and King Elvin were 
lingering behind. The men were in the middle of a private 
conversation, and judging by how close they were standing 
to each other, it was clearly a conversation they didn’t want 


anyone else to hear. 

“Brystal was right,” Emerelda said. “Seven is absolutely 
up to something.” 

“Oh gooooosh,” Tangerina moaned. “Can’t he take a 
break from being evil?” 

Seven and King Elvin’s discussion ended in a handshake. 
The men covertly went their separate ways, as if the 
conversation had never happened. 

“Looks like King Elvin is in on it, too,” Stitches said. 

“But what could the elf king want with the Righteous 
Emperor?” Sprout asked. 

Emerelda studied the men with a suspicious gaze, asking 
herself the same question. 

“I don’t know,” she said. “But we should keep an eye on 
both of them until Brystal gets back.” 
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TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... 

Brystal didn’t know if her anxiety was playing tricks on 
her, or if it was just the close quarters of the carriage, but 
she could have sworn her pocket watch was ticking much 
louder than usual. 

TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... 

She tried her best to ignore the daunting sound, but 
something about it felt more persistent, as if the watch 
wanted to be heard. The noise was practically an invitation 
for her disturbing thoughts to resurface. With every tick, 
she could feel the curse growing stronger inside her mind. 

TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... 


Well, well, well... 


Isn’t this an unexpected turn of events? 


You finally found the location of the Book of 
Sorcery... 


But you may lose a friend before you find it.... 
Life is always a game of give and take... 
But do you have what it takes? 
TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... 
Can you survive the Temple of Knowledge? 
Unlikely.... 
Can you save Xanthous? 
Doubtful.... 


Can you stop the Righteous Emperor before 
Death collects you? 


Impossible. 

TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... 
Yes, I will, Brystal told her thoughts. 
And after Xanthous has been saved... 


After we discover the true source of the fire... 


After we finally put an end to Seven and his Army of 
the Dead... 


You'll have nothing to taunt me with... 
And III spend my last moments in peace. 
TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... 

I hope you’re right.... 

You don’t have time to be wrong.... 
Eleven more days... 

That’s all you have left.... 

Good luck... 

You'll need it. 


TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... 

Finally, the disturbing thoughts faded away and left 
Brystal alone. As she sighed with relief at the silence in her 
mind, Lucy sighed with restlessness due to the silence in 
the carriage. The delegates had been traveling for hours 
and hadn’t said a single word to one another. 

“Sooooooo,” Lucy said to break the silence. “Anybody 
interested in a game?” 

“Ilove GAMES!” Gobzella declared. 

The goblin’s loud voice made the other delegates cringe. 

“Do you always talk like that?” Prince Elron asked. 

“Like WHAT?” Gobzella asked. 


“Like you’re screaming down a long tunnel,” the elf said. 

Gobzella shrugged. “I’m a goblin—we’re ALWAYS 
screaming down long tunnels,” she said. “Now what game 
do we want to PLAY? I should warn you I’m VERY 
COMPETITIVE and I don’t tolerate CHEATING! The last 
person who cheated me lost his TOENAILS!” 

“In that case let’s not play a game,” Lucy said. “Why 
don’t we just chat and get to know one another? I'll go first. 
My name is Lucy Goose and I’m fifteen years old. You all 
know me as a member of the Fairy Council, but before that, 
I was the tambourine player in the world-famous Goose 
Troupe.” 

“Never heard of them,” Butternut grumbled. 

“And with those ears I imagine you’ve heard just about 
everything,” Prince Elron sneered. 

“Look who’s talking, you pointy-ear tree nymph!” 
Butternut said. 

Prince Elron gasped. “How dare you!” he exclaimed. “I’d 
say that was below the belt—but that’s probably as far as 
you can reach!” 

Lucy quickly changed the subject before a physical fight 
broke out. 

“So, Gobzella,” she said with a nervous laugh. “You 
certainly taught those knights a lesson back at the 
institute. Besides being my hero, what do you like to do for 
fun?” 

“I like to FIGHT! And WIN!” the goblin said. “And not 
necessarily in that ORDER!” 

Lucy nodded politely. “Solid hobbies,” she said. “You also 
must enjoy exercising to have such a muscular body. Is 
everyone in your family as big and strong as you?” 

“I don’t have FAMILY,” Gobzella said. “I ate all my 
siblings in the WOMB!” 

Lucy gulped. “What about your parents?” 

“No PARENTS!” Gobzella said. “I was still hungry when I 
came OUT!” 


The passengers scooted as far away from the goblin as 
they could. 

“Butternut, tell us more about yourself,” Lucy asked. “Do 
you have any special pastimes?” 

“Actually, I like to write poetry,” the troll said. 

“Oh, really?” Lucy asked. “Anything you’d like to share 
with us?” 

Butternut eagerly sat up in his seat and removed a 
folded piece of parchment from his moleskin vest. The troll 
cleared his throat—which sounded like a choking hyena— 
and read a few poems aloud. 


“Trolls like bridges, 
Trolls love caves, 
Trolls like ditches, 
And trolls love slaves. 


“Puppies are cute, 

Kittens are precious, 
Bunnies are mute, 

And they all taste delicious. 


“Your teeth are rotten, 
And sharp as a knife, 
Your beard’s like cotton, 
But you're still my wife.” 


The delegates sat in awkward silence, greatly disturbed 
by the troll’s poetry. Gobzella, on the other hand, wiped 
tears from her eyes. 

“Those were BEAUTIFUL, Butternut!” the goblin said. 
“BRAVO!” 

“Deep stuff,” Lucy said. “Tl be thinking about those for a 
while.” 

“Especially in my nightmares,” Prince Elron said. 


Butternut took the elf’s comment as a compliment. 
“Thank you,” he said bashfully, and tucked his poems back 
into his vest. 

“What about you, Your Highness?” Lucy asked the elf. 
“What are your interests?” 

“Privacy,” Prince Elron said with a cold glare. 

“Copy that,” Lucy said. “Last but not least, we have 
Spanky. Is there a fun fact you’d like to share? How’d you 
get a name like Spanky, anyway?” 

“I was a horrible child,” the dwarf said. 

“And what do you like to do when you’re not digging in 
the mines?” Lucy asked. 

Spanky eyed his fellow passengers with a suspicious 
gaze, wondering if they were worthy of his trust. 

“I’m not sure if I should mention it,” he said. “Most 
people can’t handle it.” 

The comment made everyone sit on the edge of their 
seats. 

“Okay, now you have to tell us,” Lucy said. 

Spanky looked cautiously to his left and right, then 
leaned close toward the others, as if the clouds outside 
were listening. 

“I search for mole people,” the dwarf said. 

“For what?” Butternut asked. 

“Mole people!” Spanky repeated. “They’re a secret 
society that live deep under the ground. They feed on tree 
roots and recruit lost children into their colonies. The mole 
people only come to the surface to sabotage us and spread 
chaos. They’re behind all the worst events in history— 
attacks, assassinations, rigged elections, you name it! The 
mole people want to take over the world and will stop at 
nothing until all the sun dwellers—that’s what they call us 
—have destroyed themselves!” 

The delegates stared blankly at Spanky, assuming the 
dwarf was only kidding. Unfortunately, he wasn’t—Spanky 
believed every word of the outlandish conspiracy theory. 


“Spanky, I live underground and I’ve never heard of 
MOLE PEOPLE!” Gobzella said. 

“Trust me, they’ve definitely heard you,” Prince Elron 
quipped. 

“You can’t find what you aren’t looking for,” the dwarf 
said. 

“And you’ve seen a mole person before?” Butternut 
asked. 

“Not personally, but I’ve heard enough stories to be 
certain,” Spanky said. “Even as we speak, the mole people 
are somewhere below us plotting their next move! In fact, I 
wouldn’t be surprised if they were the ones starting the 
fires your friend is being framed for!” 

Lucy leaned close to Brystal and whispered in her ear. 

“We’re doomed,” she said. “These people aren’t from the 
top shelf if you get my drift.” 

“They're just a little eccentric—that’s all,” Brystal said. 

“No wonder the representatives chose them as delegates 
—they couldn’t wait to get rid of them!” Lucy said. 

Brystal didn’t respond, but the colorful delegates were 
starting to give her doubts about the mission, too. 
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TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... 

The carriage continued flying through the sky with no 
destination in sight. With every passing hour the sun sank a 
little more into the horizon ahead, but it never disappeared. 
They had traveled so far northeast Brystal wondered if they 
would eventually reach the Southwest. 

The longer the carriage flew, the more Brystal became 
paranoid, wondering if there was no Temple of Knowledge. 
Perhaps Dr. States had sent them on a wild goose chase? 
Perhaps he made it all up so he had more time to find and 


eliminate Xanthous? Just when Brystal started thinking 
they should turn around, Sir Timber tapped on the window 
from outside. 

“Fairy Godmother!” the knight called. “There’s 
something you should see!” 

Brystal, Lucy, and the other delegates faced the front 
window. In the distance, floating on the ocean’s surface, 
was an enormous white dome. It was the height and width 
of a mountain range, but was so perfectly round, Brystal 
knew it couldn’t be a natural formation. 

“What is that?” Lucy asked. 

“It looks like some sort of shield,” Brystal said. 

“Whatever it is, the Magbirds are taking us straight 
toward it,” Butternut noted. 

“Are we going to CRASH?” Gobzella asked. 

Brystal took a better look at the mysterious structure 
and discovered it was made entirely of clouds. 

“T don’t think so—it doesn’t look solid,” she said, and the 
notion made her smile. “Wait a second—that’s not a shield, 
that’s a cover! The dome must be hiding the Temple of 
Knowledge!” 

The carriage proceeded toward the dome and flew 
through its thick, cloudy surface. Strangely, even though 
the dome wasn’t solid, Brystal and Lucy felt like they were 
passing through something—or rather, something was 
passing through them. A cold chill traveled down their 
bodies, causing them to shiver and buckle at the knees. 

“Did you guys feel that?” Lucy asked the others. 

“Feel what?” Spanky asked. 

“I don’t know—I just felt weak all of a sudden,” Lucy 
said. 

“Me too,” Brystal said. 

“Must be altitude sickness,” Butternut said. 

Once the mechanical birds and the carriage were past 
the cloudy dome, they entered an environment that was 
completely hidden from the rest of the world. The air was 


smoky and carried the scent of sulfur. The ocean waves 
were much choppier and a strong wind rattled the carriage. 
The dome protected a chain of islands and each of the 
islands hosted an active volcano that spewed a long trail of 
smoke into the sky. 

“What is this place?” Lucy asked. 

All the delegates went dead silent as they stared at the 
mysterious islands, asking themselves the same question. 
The carriage started to descend through the sky and the 
Magbirds prepared for landing. 

TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... 

“Thank goodness we’re here,” Butternut said. “That 
awful ticking noise has been driving me nuts.” 

Brystal did a double take. “You can hear it, too?” she 
asked. 

“Of course I can,” Butternut said. 

“I apologize, it’s coming from my watch,” she said. 

Brystal reached into her pocket and showed the troll her 
silver pocket watch. 

Tick... Tick... Tick... Tick... 

Butternut shook his head. “No, that’s not it,” he said. 
“What I’m hearing is louder and ticking much faster.” 

All the delegates went quiet and noticed the sound 
themselves. Brystal realized the persistent ticking wasn’t 
coming from her pocket watch after all—it was from 
something else inside the carriage. 

TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... 

“That’s bizarre,” Brystal said. “I don’t see anything that 
could be causing it.” 

Butternut raised one of his ears and followed the sound, 
like a dog following a scent. He moved throughout the 
coach—crawling over the other passengers’ laps—and 
stopped near the chest of the dead soldier. 

“It’s coming from inside him!” the troll declared. 

The dead soldier hadn’t moved since the delegates left 
the institute—in fact, many of them had forgotten he was 


even there. Upon Butternut’s accusation, the skeleton 
suddenly jumped up and retrieved his sword. He swung the 
weapon at the delegates and they ducked and dived out of 
his way. BONK! Gobzella knocked the sword out of the 
soldier’s bony hands. She wrapped one arm around his 
neck and held his hands behind his back with the other. 

“Sounds like the dead guy has a skeleton in his 
CLOSET!” Gobzella said. 

While the solider was restrained, Spanky used his pickax 
to pry the armor off the skeleton’s torso. Inside the 
soldier’s hollow rib cage was a strange contraption with 
several bags of gunpowder and a ticking clock. 

TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... 

“It’s a BOMB!” Lucy shouted. 

Everyone screamed and immediately backed away. 

“Why is the skeleton carrying a BOMB?” Gobzella asked. 

“It’s the mole people!” Spanky exclaimed. “They’re 
trying to sabotage the mission!” 

Brystal grunted—she knew exactly why the soldier was 
armed. 

“No, it’s Seven!” she said. “That’s why he recommended 
I travel with delegates! He’s trying to blow me up before 
we reach the Temple of Knowledge!” 

“Well, don’t just stand there! Someone stop it!” Prince 
Elron yelled. 

Brystal retrieved her wand and waved it at the bomb. 
Nothing happened. She waved it a second time with more 
intensity. Still, nothing happened. Even after a third and 
fourth attempt, the bomb remained exactly the same. 

“Brystal, what’s happening?” Lucy asked. 

“My magic isn’t working!” she said. 

Brystal desperately waved her wand a fifth and sixth 
time, but nothing changed. 

TICK-TICK... TICK-TICK... TICK. 

Butternut sighed with relief. “Oh good, it stopped,” he 
said. “Well done.” 


“It wasn’t me!” Brystal said. “I was trying to turn it into 
a bouquet of flowers!” 

RING-RING-RING-RING! The ticking was replaced by 
the sound of an alarm. The dead solider gazed up at the 
other passengers and gave them an eerie wave good-bye. 

“He’s about to blow!” Lucy yelled. 

“What do we do?” Prince Elron asked. 

“ABANDON SHIP!” Gobzella shouted. 

The goblin forcefully kicked open the door. The coach 
instantly filled with the smoky wind from outside. Gobzella 
grabbed Spanky and Butternut by the collars and threw 
them outside and then pushed Prince Elron after them. 
Brystal banged on the front window to warn the knights. 

“Get off the carriage!” she yelled. 

“What?” Sir Rain called back. 

“There’s a bomb on board!” Brystal cried. “You have to 
jump!” 

“We can’t hear what you’re saying,” Sir Hammer said. 
“The wind is too loud!” 

RITING-RIIING-RIING-RIIING-RIIING! The  bomb’s 
alarm intensified. 

“WE GOTTA GO!” Gobzella shouted. 

Before Brystal knew what was happening, the goblin 
wrapped her arms around her and Lucy and then jumped 
outside. Brystal, Lucy, and Gobzella fell hundreds of feet 
through the air toward the choppy ocean below. BANG! The 
bomb went off and the carriage exploded above them. The 
force from the blast hit them like a brick wall, causing them 
to fall even faster. 

SPLASH! Brystal plummeted into the ocean.... The 
impact knocked the wind out of her lungs.... The waves 
crashed over her, pushing her deeper and deeper below the 
surface.... Her body thrashed and spun through the 
powerful current.... Her wand slipped out from her tight 
grip and disappeared into the ocean’s depths.... 

Debris from the explosion plunked into the water and 


sank all around her.... Brystal tried to swim to the surface 
but was too weak.... Her arms and legs moved slower and 
slower, and gradually became still.... She searched for Lucy 
and Gobzella but couldn’t find them.... All she could see 
was the dark ocean stretching for miles around her.... 





CHAPTER ELEVEN 
a 


THe Evisu PRINCE 


Xanthous had been walking all night—and unfortunately, 


he hadn’t gotten very far. Thanks to the stools tied to his 
feet, he had managed to travel only a few miles away from 
the windmill. When the sun began to rise the next morning, 
Xanthous was still in the same forest as the night before, 
and he knew it was only a matter of time before the fairies 
and witches caught up with him. If he wanted to find a 
permanent place to hide, he first needed to come up with a 
better method of transportation. So Xanthous had a seat on 
a boulder to rest his tired legs and brainstorm his next 
move. 

As Xanthous contemplated the odds of finding a bicycle 
or a horse-drawn carriage in the forest, he was distracted 
by the sound of thumping. The thumping grew louder and 
stronger as something traveled through the woods. 
Xanthous looked around but didn’t know where to hide 
without making the fire reappear—all the nearby bushes 
and boulders were too close to the ground. With no other 
option, Xanthous pulled himself into the nearest tree and 
kicked the stools off his feet. He climbed to the very top 
branch and hid behind the leaves. 

A few moments later, Xanthous was surprised to discover 
the source of the strange commotion. A silver chariot was 
being pulled through the woods by six jackalopes the size 
of large dogs. The horned rabbits were steered by a young 
man who wore black-and-white-checkered armor. The 


young man had floppy dark hair, large gray eyes, and a 
slight point to his nose. A slingshot and a bag of stones 
were attached to his belt. Xanthous assumed the young 
man was about fifteen, and although he didn’t seem 
threatening, Xanthous remained as quiet as possible. 

To Xanthous’s dismay, as the chariot passed beneath his 
tree, the young man pulled on the reins and his jackalopes 
came to an abrupt halt. The young man sniffed the air and 
then scanned the forest around him with an intense scowl. 
He hopped off the chariot and inspected the ground, 
running his fingers over the strange tracks Xanthous had 
left in the dirt. Curious, Xanthous leaned a few inches to his 
right to take a closer look at the young man, and the 
branch beneath him gave a slight creak. 

Suddenly, the young man whipped around and retrieved 
his slingshot in one quick move. He fired three stones—one 
right after the other—directly at Xanthous. Xanthous 
ducked to avoid the stones and lost his balance. 

“WHOAAAAA!” he yelled as he fell out of the tree. But 
thankfully, his fall was broken by a thick blueberry bush. 
The young man instantly leaned over him, aiming his 
slingshot at Xanthous’s throat. 

“Don’t shoot!” he pleaded, and raised his arms. “I’m 
unarmed!” 

The young man studied Xanthous for a moment. After a 
brief inspection, he slumped and lowered the slingshot. 

“Dang it,” he said under his breath. “I was hoping you 
were a bear.” 

“Pardon?” Xanthous asked. 

“Tve been hunting all morning and thought I had finally 
gotten lucky,” the young man said. 

“Sorry to disappoint you,” Xanthous said. 

The young man tilted his head like a curious puppy. 
“Why were you hiding in a tree?” 

Xanthous knew he was a horrible liar—especially under 
pressure—but he did his best. 


“I wasn’t hiding,” he said with an anxious laugh. “I just 
like to quietly climb trees to clear my head.” 

The young man raised an eyebrow at him. “So you 
physically exert yourself in dangerous woods to... relax?” 

Xanthous looked around the forest for inspiration to help 
his lie. 

“Well, I wasn’t just relaxing... I was also practicing,” he 
said. “I happen to be a tree-climbing champion. See this? I 
won it in my last competition.” 

Xanthous showed the young man his Muter Medal. The 
young man didn’t seem convinced—but nodded like 
Xanthous was a child showing him a toy. 

“A tree-clinbing champion, huh?” he asked. “I didn’t 
realize it was a competitive sport.” 

“Oh, it’s very competitive,” Xanthous said. 

“And you like to wear your awards even when you’re 
practicing?” 

“It’s good motivation,” Xanthous said. 

“And what are the stools for? Are they also part of your 
tree-climbing process?” 

The young man pointed to the stools Xanthous had left 
under the tree. 

“Well...,” Xanthous said as he struggled to think of an 
answer. “Technically it’s cheating, but sometimes I need a 
boost. But this isn’t an official competition—so no harm 
there.” 

“And why do you have two of them? In case one of them 
breaks?” 

The young man gave Xanthous a playful grin—clearly, he 
was enjoying poking at all the holes in Xanthous’s story. 
Until now, Xanthous hadn’t noticed how handsome the 
young man was. It almost made him forget about the 
outlandish lie he was trying to sell. 

“What’s with all the questions?” Xanthous asked. “Are 
you writing a book about strangers in the woods?” 

The young man laughed. “If I did, you would certainly be 


the weirdest,” he said. 

Xanthous scoffed at the comment. “I’m weird? You’re the 
one hunting for bears with jackalopes!” 

“Oh, I never claimed to be normal,” the young man said. 
“I thrive on weird—it keeps things interesting. And weird 
usually attracts weird, if you know what I mean.” 

Xanthous didn’t know what the young man meant, but 
something about the way he said it made him blush. 

“Who are you?” he asked. 

“My name’s Elrik Elderwood. And you?” 

“I’m Xan—I mean, Xach! Xach Fairchild.” 

“Nice to meet you, Xach. Can I help you out of that 
bush?” 

The young man offered Xanthous a hand but he quickly 
pulled away from the gesture. 

“I promise I won’t hurt you,” the young man said. 

“Sorry—it’s not you,” he said. “I can’t touch the ground.” 

“Come again?” 

“Um... I twisted my ankle,” Xanthous said, and winced 
from the fake pain. “I shouldn’t put any weight on it.” 

“So you were climbing a tree with a twisted ankle?” 

“No... I was climbing the tree when I twisted my ankle.” 

“Why didn’t you climb down?” 

“Because... I needed help.” 

“Then why didn’t you ask me for help?” 

Xanthous’s face flushed and his nostrils flared—he had 
lied himself into a corner. 

“Because... because...,” he said, but he couldn’t think of 
anything to say. “Because I’m hiding from someone, okay! 
Happy?” 

Elrik gave him a slow clap. “Well, that was a journey but 
I knew we’d get to the truth eventually,” he said. “So who 
are you hiding from?” 

Xanthous was both annoyed and a little flattered by 
Elrik’s unwavering interest in him. He went quiet for a 
moment and wondered how to answer his question. Clearly 


lying wasn’t working—but he couldn’t tell him the truth 
either. Xanthous decided to tell him the truth about the 
past instead of the present. 

“If you must know, I was running away from my father,” 
Xanthous said. 

“Not a nice man?” Elrik asked. 

“To say the least.” 

Elrik let out a long sigh and sat on the boulder next to 
the bush. He removed apple slices from his pocket and fed 
his jackalopes. 

“Boy, I know what that’s like,” he said. 

“You do?” Xanthous asked. 

“Oh yeah—big-time,” Elrik said. “My father is an awful 
man. He’s always pitting me and my siblings against one 
another. He makes everything a competition and assigns us 
different tasks to impress him. Swim across that river! 
Climb that mountain! Hunt a bear! He always acts like we'll 
win his approval if we succeed, but no matter what we do, 
nothing makes him happy. Sometimes I think all his 
happiness died with our mother.” 

Xanthous nodded sadly, empathizing more than Elrik 
realized. 

“My mom’s gone, too,” he said. “She died giving birth to 
me, and my dad has always blamed me for it.” 

“Really?” 

“That’s only the half of it,” Xanthous went on. “He used 
to beat me whenever he caught me doing something he 
thought normal boys shouldn’t. I desperately tried to please 
him, but he always found a new reason to resent me. I 
spent a long time thinking there was something wrong with 
me, but the truth was, he was the broken one—not me.” 

The boys locked eyes and gave each other a bittersweet 
smile. However, the longer they stared at each other, the 
less bitter and the more sweet it became. Xanthous 
couldn’t explain why, especially given the circumstances, 
but there was something in Elrik that he trusted—and 


really liked. 

“It sounds like we have a Jot in common,” Elrik said. 

Xanthous blushed again. “Weird attracts weird, right?” 

The boys held their smile until the silence was on the 
brink of becoming awkward. Elrik finished feeding his 
jackalopes and hopped back to his feet. 

“Td be more than happy to give you a lift into the next 
town,” he offered. 

Xanthous was excited by the idea of going anywhere 
with Elrik, but he quickly reminded himself of why he was 
in the woods in the first place. 

“Actually, I think it’s better if I stay out of sight—at least 
until I figure out a plan,” he said. “You know, to avoid my 
father.” 

“You can’t expect me to leave a cute boy stranded and 
wounded in a dangerous forest.” 

Xanthous couldn’t believe his ears. “What did you just 
call me?” 

“Wounded,” the young man repeated. 

“No—before that,” Xanthous said. 

“Stranded?” 

“Did you say I was cute?” 

Elrik looked around like someone else was there. “I don’t 
think so,” he said. “If I did, that would be rather forward of 
me.” 

Xanthous was stunned and his heart began thumping 
louder than all the jackalopes put together. Elrik gave him 
a smirk and tucked his floppy hair behind his ears. 
Xanthous’s bashful daze was interrupted when he noticed 
Elrik’s ears were pointed. 

“Wait a second—you’re an elf?” he asked. 

“Is that a problem?” Elrik asked. 

“Of course not—I’m just surprised,” he said. “You’re so 
much taller than any elf I’ve seen.” 

Elrik winced as if it was an embarrassing subject. 

“Yeah, I’m sort of a prince,” he said. “Aristocratic elves 


are bigger than other elves. It’s just the way our species 
evolved over time. My family says it’s because we’re 
superior, but honestly, I think my ancestors just hogged all 
the milk and vegetables.” 

Xanthous was suddenly struck by an idea. Of all the 
kingdoms and territories in the world, the Fairy Council 
had visited the Elf Territory the least in their travels, but 
Xanthous could never forget laying eyes on the territory for 
the first time. All the elves lived in tiny homes that hung 
from the branches of a massive tree in the Northeast. It 
was one of the greatest wonders of the world—and it was 
the perfect place for him to hide. 

“Could you take me to the Elf Territory?” Xanthous 
asked. 

“Why do you want to go there?” Elrik asked. 

“Because my father would never find me with elves! And 
I’ve always wanted to see it!” 

Elrik bit his lip as he thought it over. “I suppose I could— 
but on one condition,” he said. 

“What’s that?” 

Elrik smirked. “You have to tell my father I saved you 
from a bear.” 

“Just one?” Xanthous asked. “I remember there being a 
whole pack of them!” 

“That’s the spirit,” the elf said. “Well, we better get a 
move on then.” 

Elrik headed for the chariot and motioned for Xanthous 
to follow him. Xanthous lingered behind, anxiously eyeing 
the ground. 

“What’s wrong?” Elrik asked. 

“I... I wasn’t lying about my ankle,” Xanthous said. “I 
hate to ask but would you mind carrying me to your 
chariot?” 

“And I thought J was a prince,” the elf said. 

Elrik scooped Xanthous out of the bush like a baby and 
gently placed him down in the chariot. The elf whipped the 


reins and the jackalopes raced forward, headed for the Elf 
Territory—and the higher ground Xanthous desperately 
needed. 





CHAPTER [TWELVE 
a 


THE UNLIKELY GUARDIANS 


After tumbling through the ocean for what felt like 


forever, Brystal finally felt sand brush past the tips of her 
toes. The next thing she knew, a powerful tide threw her 
onto the shore of an island. She tried to stand but the 
waves kept crashing on top of her, knocking her back to the 
ground. Brystal was so exhausted she could barely lift her 
head, let alone get to her feet. 

“Lucy?!” she called. “Luuuuucy?!” 

Brystal looked around the island. The beach was covered 
in pale sand and piles of black jagged boulders were 
scattered across the land. The air was so smoky she could 
barely see the sun through all the haze. Nothing about this 
strange place seemed welcoming—in fact, Brystal felt like 
she was on another planet entirely. 

“Brystal! I’m over here!” 

Hearing Lucy’s voice gave Brystal the boost of energy 
she needed to stand. She felt a sharp pain in her right wrist 
as she pushed herself upward and figured she must have 
broken it in the fall. She trekked across the sand to the 
other side of the beach and found Lucy lying against a 
boulder. Her eyes were wide and she was clutching her left 
leg. 

“Thank God you’re alive!” Brystal said “Are you hurt?” 

“T think I broke my leg.” Lucy moaned. “Can you fix it?” 

Brystal reached for her wand, but it wasn’t there. 

“My wand!” she gasped. “I lost it in the ocean!” 


Lucy moaned even louder. “Can this day get any 
worse?!” 

Brystal ran her fingers through her hair and glanced 
around the island in a panic. Without her wand, how would 
she survive the Temple of Knowledge? And now that the 
Magbirds and carriage had been destroyed, how would 
they ever get off the island? 

As she gazed around the ocean she spotted Gobzella 
floating among the waves. The goblin used one hand to 
swim toward land while the other was wrapped around 
Prince Elron. The elf was unconscious and his face was 
blue. Butternut’s and Spanky’s arms were wrapped around 
Gobzella’s neck, using her like a life raft. 

“Gobzella!” Brystal shouted as she waved. “We’re over 
here!” 

“T got the little guys, but I couldn’t find the KNIGHTS!” 
Gobzella called to them. “I don’t think they survived the 
CRASH!” 

Eventually Gobzella made it to shore. Once the goblin 
had dragged the others from the water, she collapsed to 
her knees and caught her breath. Prince Elron was laid out 
across the sand, but he didn’t move a muscle, and his face 
was getting more blue by the second. Spanky began giving 
the elf mouth-to-mouth while Butternut jumped up and 
down on his belly. After a few moments, the troll placed his 
ear against Prince Elron’s torso. 

“I don’t hear a heartbeat!” Butternut said. 

Gobzella crawled to the elf’s side and pushed the troll 
and the dwarf off his body. She pounded on the prince’s 
chest with both of her fists. 

“Stay away from the LIGHT, Your Highness!” she said. 
“No elves are dying TODAY! I repeat, no elves are dying 
TODAY!” 

If the elf’s heart had stopped beating, Gobzella had 
definitely restarted it. Prince Elron sat straight up as if he 
had been electrocuted, and coughed up a gallon of salt 


water. 

“Well, this can’t be heaven, 
looked around the island. 

Lucy suddenly shrieked and made all the delegates jump. 

“What’s wrong? Is it your leg?” Brystal asked. 

“No, I saw something move!” Lucy exclaimed. 

She pointed into the black boulders behind her. The 
others went quiet as they watched the rocks. Just when 
they were convinced Lucy’s eyes were deceiving her, 
something large and dark scampered between the 
boulders. 

“There! Did you see it?” Lucy asked. 

“I saw it, too!” Spanky said. 

“So did I!” Butternut said. “It looked like some kind of 
reptile.” 

The scampering happened again, but this time, in many 
places. 

Brystal gulped. “We aren’t alone.” 

The delegates’ heads jerked back and forth as they 
spotted more and more figures dashing from hiding spot to 
hiding spot. They caught glimpses of body parts as the 
mysterious creatures moved around them—a tail here, a 
claw there, even a tongue. The delegates could also hear 
hissing and rattling as the figures moved closer and closer. 
Then to everyone’s horror, dozens of enormous reptiles the 
size of tigers crawled out from the boulders. They had long 
scaly black bodies, forked tongues that slithered in and out 
of their wide mouths, and sharp claws that scraped across 
the rocks as they crept. 

“Dear God—what are those?” Prince Elron asked. 

“They must be the unlikely guardians protecting the 
Temple of Knowledge!” Lucy said. 

“Nobody panic just yet,” Spanky said. “These things 
could be herbivores for all we know.” 

“T'd say Gobzella is more likely to win a beauty pageant,” 
Prince Elron said. 


yw 


Prince Elron said as he 


“Hey! I just saved your LIFE!” the goblin said. 

Prince Elron rolled his eyes. “Oh, sure! Thank you for 
pulling me out of the ocean so I could be eaten on the 
beach!” he said. “My gratitude is boundless!” 

The reptiles snapped their jaws at the delegates and 
growled with deep, raspy rattles. The delegates backed 
away. Lucy wrapped her arm around Brystal’s shoulders 
and stood on her good leg. 

“Say, Fairy Godmother? Now would be the perfect time 
to turn them all into seagulls!” Spanky suggested. 

“T can’t!” Brystal said. “My wand is at the bottom of the 
ocean!” 

“T got this,” Lucy said confidently. “Everyone stand back 
—I’m going to make a moat of sinkholes around us!” 

She hit the sand with a clenched fist, but nothing 
happened. Lucy tried again and again, but no sinkholes 
appeared. 

“I don’t understand—why isn’t our magic working?” 
Lucy asked. “You couldn’t stop the bomb in the carriage 
and now I can’t summon one of my trademark sinkholes!” 

Brystal gazed around the island in terror. “We both felt 
strange when we entered the dome,” she said. “Something 
about this place must be blocking magic.” 

The reptiles were multiplying by the second. Dozens 
became hundreds, and hundreds became thousands. The 
creatures watched the delegates with big hungry eyes, 
never looking away. Brystal knew it was only a matter of 
seconds before the reptiles attacked. 

“Any other ideas?” Prince Elron asked. 

“Maybe we can outrun them?” Brystal said. 

“Only one way to find out!” Butternut said. 

The troll took off running down the beach. With nothing 
else to do, Gobzella scooped Lucy up and all the delegates 
raced after Butternut. The reptiles charged after their prey, 
and unfortunately, they were very fast runners. As the 
delegates ran down the beach, even more reptiles slithered 


out from the boulders and joined the chase. The delegates 
ran until they couldn’t run any more. They were gasping for 
air and getting weaker with every step. 

“I’m so sorry,” Spanky wheezed. “I can’t go any farther!” 

“Me neither,” Butternut said. 

“Tell my father I’m sorry.” Prince Elron panted. 

One by one, the delegates started to pass out and drop in 
the sand. The reptiles surrounded them, snapping their 
sharp teeth as they circled in closer and closer. Gobzella 
set Lucy down and started punching and kicking the 
creatures. 

“Come on, you scaly NIGHTMARES!” she shouted. “Who 
wants a piece of MF?! I repeat, who wants a piece of ME?! 
There’s plenty of Gobzella to go AROUND!” 

Five reptiles pounced on top of the goblin, wrapping 
their bodies around hers like giant snakes. Gobzella tried to 
fight them off, but they gripped her throat with their tails. 
Their grip got tighter and tighter, and eventually, the 
goblin’s eyes shut and she fell beside the others. Brystal 
and Lucy picked up branches of driftwood and swung them 
at the creatures, but they were so tired they could barely 
hold them up. The creatures seemed to enjoy watching the 
girls struggle—the more they tired themselves out, the 
easier it would be to kill them. 

Just when Brystal and Lucy were about to be tackled, the 
island was suddenly eclipsed in a giant shadow. The 
reptiles froze and whipped their heads toward the sky. The 
shadow swept over the land again as something very large 
swooped through the air. The creatures began to squeal 
and scattered across the island. They took cover in the 
boulders and fought one another for the best hiding spots. 

“Was it something I said?” Lucy asked. 

“It certainly wasn’t me,” Brystal said. 

Suddenly, the girls felt a strong wind coming from above. 
They glanced up and saw the most horrifying sight they had 
ever seen in their lives. Flying in the sky directly above 


their heads was another scaly creature—but this one was 
as big as a house. 

“Tt’S 4... A... A... 

Lucy fainted before she could finish the sentence. 

“It’s a dragon!” Brystal gasped. 

The massive beast landed on the beach and the whole 
island shook upon impact. The dragon’s body was covered 
in red scales and several horns poked out from its skull. Its 
yellow eyes were so vibrant they practically glowed and 
puffs of smoke blew in and out of its enormous snout. To 
Brystal’s complete bewilderment, the dragon was also 
wearing reins like a horse. And seated on a saddle at the 
base of the dragon’s neck was a man. The man was dressed 
in armor adorned with sharp spikes. 

A group of very brave reptiles tried to attack the 
dragon.... The giant beast let out a thunderous roar and a 
fiery geyser erupted from its mouth, burning the reptiles to 
a crisp. Seeing the dragon, hearing its deafening roar, and 
feeling the warmth of its breath was all Brystal’s senses 
could take for one day.... 

Brystal’s eyes rolled into the back of her head and her 
body hit the sand. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
an 


THe DraGon Keys 


Brystal was awoken by a pleasant tingling sensation on 


her right wrist. When her eyes slowly opened, she had no 
idea where she was or how she had gotten there. The first 
thing she noticed was a roof made of large leaves above 
her. The second was that she was lying in a green 
hammock. And the third was that her right wrist was 
tingling because it was on fire! 

The alarming sight made Brystal rapidly sit up and the 
hammock swayed beneath her. She tried to put out the 
flames by rubbing her wrist on the leg of her pantsuit, but 
they wouldn’t extinguish. As she frantically patted her 
wrist, Brystal realized she was hurting herself more than 
the fire was. On the contrary, the flames were making her 
injured wrist feel better. And strangely, instead of bright 
yellow or orange, the fire was a soft rosy color, like the skin 
of a peach. 

Brystal took a look around and discovered she was in a 
hut. It was one large room and every inch of it was made 
entirely from palm trees—from the leaves making up the 
thatched roof to the floor tiled with coconut shells. Lucy, 
Gobzella, Prince Elron, Butternut, and Spanky were 
sleeping in other hammocks beside hers and different parts 
of their bodies had been set ablaze with the same 
mysterious flames. 

“Hiya!” 

The voice made Brystal jump and she almost fell out of 


the hammock. She looked up and saw a young man 
standing over her. He was tall and muscular and looked like 
he was about sixteen years old. His head was shaved and 
he had thick dark eyebrows and bright brown eyes. The 
young man also had a friendly smile and wore spiked armor 
the color of charcoal. Brystal thought his wardrobe looked 
familiar, but couldn’t remember where she had seen it. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you—I was just watching 
you sleep,” he said. 

“Excuse me?” Brystal asked, her eyes widening. 

The man cringed at his choice of words. 

“I mean, because I’m supposed to watch you sleep—not 
because I wanted to,” he said with a nervous laugh. “Don’t 
get me wrong, you’re pretty—very pretty, actually. I’m sure 
a lot of boys would want to watch you sleep. Oh gosh, not 
that I think that’s okay! No, that actually sounds really 
creepy! What I’m trying to say is that I’m not creepy—I was 
just doing my job.” 

If Brystal wasn’t so concerned she would have found his 
awkwardness charming. 

“Who are you?” she asked. 

“Apologies, I should have started with that,” he said. “My 
name’s Ryder. What’s yours?” 

Brystal found it refreshing not to be recognized, but she 
was still cautious of the young man. 

“I’m Brystal,” she said. “Why is it your job to watch me 
sleep?” 

“To make sure the fire is working,” Ryder said, and 
pointed to the flames on her wrist. “You guys were pretty 
banged up after I saved you. Oh, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to 
use the word saved—that implies I think you aren’t capable 
of taking care of yourself. I’m sure you’re capable of 
whatever you set your mind to—I’m not one of those men. I 
have a Jot of respect for females—Females? Seriously, 
Ryder? Sorry, I’m not sure why I said females—I meant to 
say women. And the word I meant to use earlier was help— 


you guys were pretty banged up after I helped you, so I 
brought you here.” 

“What is this place?” Brystal asked. 

“You're in the Healing Hut,” he said. “Thankfully you and 
your friends’ injuries weren’t too severe. I’ve seen the 
boulder bandits do way worse to castaways.” 

Brystal looked at him like he was speaking a different 
language. 

“Boulder bandits?” she asked. 

Ryder was surprised she didn’t remember. 

“Yeah—that’s what we call the reptiles that were 
attacking you on the beach,” he said. “The outer islands are 
infested with them. It’s a good thing I spotted your group 
when I did, otherwise you would have been eaten.” 

Suddenly, the memories of the beach flashed before 
Brystal’s eyes. She remembered the carriage exploding 
above her, she remembered running from the massive 
reptiles, and she remembered where she had seen Ryder’s 
unique armor. Brystal hopped out of the hammock in fright 
and slowly backed away from him. 

“You were riding the dragon!” she exclaimed. 

“Yeah—that was me,” he said. 

“Why were you riding the dragon?” she asked. 

Ryder stared at her like it was a trick question. “Um... 
because she’s easy to get around on?” 

“Is that supposed to be a joke?” 

“Um... no?” 

“Then why are you acting like that’s normal? Riding a 
dragon is not normal!” 

Ryder shrugged. “For me it is,” he said. “Oooooh, I 
completely forgot! You just got here and are probably so 
confused! Not that it’s your fault—how could you not be 
confused? No, it’s definitely my fault. I’ve lived here my 
entire life so sometimes I forget to fill people in. I’m 
guessing you and your friends survived a shipwreck, 
right?” 


“Um... correct,” Brystal lied. “We survived a shipwreck.” 

“I figured—that’s usually the case when people wash 
ashore,” Ryder said. “Well, these islands are an animal 
sanctuary for endangered creatures. Welcome to the 
Dragon Keys!” 

The young man posed with his arms out, but quickly 
lowered them when he realized how strange he looked. 
Ryder was right about one thing—Brystal was very 
confused. Dr. States had never mentioned anything about 
an animal sanctuary being near the Temple of Knowledge. 

“What kind of animal sanctuary is this?” she asked. 

“Well... it’s for dragons,” Ryder said. “Hence the name.” 

Brystal was shocked. “You mean, there’s more than one 
dragon here?” 

Instead of giving her a verbal answer, Ryder took Brystal 
by the good hand and led her to the window. He opened the 
leafy curtains and Brystal’s mouth dropped. The Healing 
Hut was one of many buildings built around the top of an 
active volcano. From the hut, Brystal had a spectacular 
view of all the islands in the Keys and a massive pool of 
magma boiling inside the volcano below them. Lava poured 
down the side of the volcano and moved through the island 
like a bright red river. 

Even more shocking than the volcano, as Brystal’s eyes 
followed the river across the island, she saw dragons 
everywhere she looked. The creatures were all different 
shapes and sizes, with different colors and features. Some 
looked just like the dragon she’d seen on the beach, with 
enormous wings and long tails. Others were short and stout 
and walked on four legs and had no wings at all. Most of 
the creatures were covered in scales, but others were furry 
or covered in feathers. The dragons soared around one 
another in the sky, they grazed and wrestled in fields, and 
Brystal spotted a few bathing and swimming in the river of 
lava. 

“I... I... I can’t believe this,” Brystal said. “I thought 


dragons were extinct.” 

“They were almost hunted into extinction,” Ryder said. 
“My ancestors rounded up the survivors and brought them 
to the islands to keep them safe. My family has been taking 
care of them ever since. We call ourselves the Caretakers.” 

“How many types of dragon are there?” she asked. 

“We have over fifty species in the Keys,” Ryder was 
excited to share. “You see that short fat one with scales like 
tree bark? That’s a treechomper—they live off petrified 
wood and build nests out of logs. Do you see the flock of 
small ones with the yellow wings? Those are smoke angels 
—they eat clouds and their bodies are so light, they spend 
their whole lives in the sky. See the dragons swimming in 
the river, the ones that look like glowing snakes? Those are 
called lavalingers—they survive by absorbing heat from the 
magma. And see those hairy ones with the webbed feet? 
Those are fishhoarders—they eat seaweed and live in 
burrows on the shore.” 

“Are they dangerous?” Brystal asked. 

“Dragons are just like people—they can be nice or 
aggressive,” Ryder said. “It all depends on how they’re 
raised. A lot of people don’t know this, but dragons are a 
subservient species—that means they need masters to 
function properly. After their eggs hatch, the dragon 
imprints on the very first person it sees. If a dragon is 
brought up by a decent person, then it’ll grow up to be 
gentle. But if someone cruel or corrupt gets their hands on 
a dragon, it can become quite hostile.” 

In addition to the dragons Ryder had pointed out, Brystal 
Saw several people among the creatures. They wore spiked 
armor as they walked around the island, carefully 
observing the creatures and inspecting their habitats. 

“Are all these people in your family?” Brystal asked. 

“Most of them—but some are castaways like you and 
your friends,” Ryder said. “It’s our policy to help castaways 
get back home, but a lot of them decide to stay. All it takes 


is one introduction with a dragon and boom—they’re 
hooked for life.” 

Brystal giggled as she watched some of the Caretakers 
teaching dragons to sit and roll over in exchange for treats. 

“I never thought dragons could be so friendly,” she said. 

“Some dragons are more than friendly—some are 
downright helpful,” Ryder said. “Do you see the dragon 
sitting in the nest above the volcano? The one with the 
shiny white scales and blue eyes? That’s a great albino 
dragon—they breathe fire that restores instead of destroys. 
It’s great for fixing damaged property or healing wounds.” 

Brystal glanced down at the flames burning on her wrist. 
Knowing they came from a dragon made them even more 
wondrous than before. As she studied them, they suddenly 
disappeared. 

“What just happened? Why did the fire stop?” she asked. 

“That means your wrist is done healing,” he said. 

Ryder glanced around the Healing Hut and saw the 
flames on Lucy, Gobzella, Prince Elron, Butternut, and 
Spanky were still burning strong. The delegates were also 
still out cold, snoring peacefully in their hammocks. 

“Looks like your friends have a while before they’re 
recovered,” he said. “Would you like a tour of the islands 
while we wait for them to heal?” 

Ryder’s enthusiasm was contagious and Brystal couldn’t 
resist. Besides, she figured a tour was the perfect way to 
scout the islands for the Temple of Knowledge. 

“Absolutely,” she said. 

Ryder smiled and led Brystal outside the Healing Hut to 
the edge of the volcano. He whistled with his fingers, and a 
few moments later, the dragon Brystal had encountered on 
the beach swooped down from the sky and landed in front 
of them. Even though Ryder had assured Brystal the 
dragons were friendly, the giant beast still made her 
uneasy. 

“This is Kitty,” Ryder said. “She’s a fire-breathing horned 


scarlet. They used to have the highest population until 
dragons were hunted. But don’t worry—kKitty is harmless. I 
raised her myself.” 

“Your dragon’s name is Kitty?” she asked. 

Ryder shrugged. “I always wanted a cat—but they never 
last very long on the island, you know, for obvious reasons,” 
he said, and then turned to the dragon. “Kitty, can you 
show us your pretty smile?” 

Ryder spoke to the dragon in a high-pitched voice like 
she was a baby. The creature opened its massive mouth and 
exposed hundreds of sharp teeth. If the dragon’s smile was 
supposed to make Brystal more comfortable, it wasn’t 
working. 

“Good girl, Kitty!” Ryder said. “Who’s a pretty dragon? 
Who’s a pretty dragon?” 

The dragon panted and wagged her tail like a happy dog, 
and then rolled onto her back so Ryder could scratch her 
tummy. 

“You wanna give the nice lady a tour? You wanna give 
the nice lady a tour?” he asked. 

The dragon was thrilled by the idea and eagerly licked 
his face with her forked tongue. 

“Hold on—you’re going to give me a tour on Kitty?” 
Brystal asked. 

“Of course. How else would we get around?” 

“Is there a walking option?” 

“We’ll cover more ground if we ride Kitty,” Ryder said. 
“You'll be perfectly safe—she’s the best flyer in the Keys.” 

The dragon raised her head and posed regally. Brystal 
took a step back. 

“I promise it'll be a tour you’ll never forget,” Ryder said. 
“Besides, it’s so rare that I get to meet people my own age 
—well, you’re the first actually. Usually the only people who 
end up here are rowdy pirates and drunken sailors.” 

Brystal hesitated. “I don’t know about this,” she said. 

“Come on—pretty please?” 


Ryder pouted like a toddler and Kitty mimicked the 
expression behind his back. They both looked so pathetic it 
made Brystal laugh. 

“Okay, fine,” she said. “But go easy on me, Kitty—it’s my 
first time.” 

The dragon lowered her neck to the ground and Ryder 
and Brystal climbed aboard her saddle. Kitty stretched out 
her massive wings, and with just a couple flaps, the dragon 
soared into the sky. The takeoff was much faster than 
Brystal was expecting and she wrapped her hands tightly 
around Ryder’s waist to keep from slipping off. 

“I suppose this is a good place to start the tour,” Ryder 
said, gesturing to the buildings at the top of the volcano. 
“This is Caretaker Village, it’s where we eat and sleep 
when we aren’t looking after the dragons. The big hut in 
the middle is where the Caretaker Supreme lives.” 

“What’s a Caretaker Supreme?” Brystal asked. 

“She’s sort of like our queen,” Ryder explained. “It’s her 
job to govern the islands and keep them safe. All the 
Caretakers report to her and all the dragons treat her like 
an alpha. Trust me, you don’t want to get on her bad side.” 

“Good to know,” Brystal said, and made a mental note of 
it. 

As Kitty flew around the Dragon Keys, Ryder showed 
Brystal all the different islands and pointed out every 
dragon species they encountered. Brystal was in a constant 
state of amazement—she couldn’t believe an entire 
ecosystem of dragons had existed in secret for thousands of 
years. She was so intrigued by everything she saw, Brystal 
almost forgot what she was doing there. In fact, Brystal 
was having so much fun, it made her feel guilty. 

“Most of the dragons are kept separate depending on 
their diets,” Ryder said. “The majority of them eat fish or 
boulder bandits, but there are a few dragons that prey 
upon other dragons. We try to keep the hunters and the 
hunted on separate islands but they like to wander.” 


Kitty swooped down an island, following a river of lava 
from the air. The lava spilled into a lake of magma like a 
waterfall. Brystal could see a few Caretakers working at 
the edge of the lake. They walked across the lake, carefully 
hopping from stone to stone, as they checked on round 
objects floating in the magma. 

“You see this lake?” Ryder pointed it out. “We call this 
the birthing suite. All the dragons lay their eggs in the 
magma. The hotter the magma, the faster the embryos 
develop. Usually it takes a few weeks for dragons to hatch, 
but I’ve seen it happen in a matter of hours!” 

“It’s unbelievable,” Brystal said. “My friends are never 
going to believe this!” 

“What kingdom are you from?” Ryder asked. 

“The Southern Kingdom, originally,” she said. 

“No way!” he said excitedly. “My father was from the 
Southern Kingdom. He was a sailor in King Champion XIV’s 
royal navy—although I never met him. He and his fleet 
washed ashore after their ship was damaged in a 
hurricane. They were only in the Dragon Keys long enough 
to repair the ship. He sailed home before my mother even 
knew she was pregnant.” 

“Have you ever thought about leaving the islands 
yourself?” Brystal asked. 

Ryder grinned at the idea. “Maybe someday,” he said. 
“I’ve always dreamed about traveling the world, but for 
now, I think I belong here. The dragons need me—and I like 
being where I’m needed. Does that make sense?” 

“Perfect sense,” Brystal said with a sweet smile. “I like 
being where I’m needed, too.” 

Ryder steered Kitty toward the outer islands of the Keys. 
Brystal noticed something very long and very big swimming 
in the ocean below them. 

“What’s that?” she asked. 

“That’s a water dragon,” Ryder said. 

“There are dragons that live in the water?” Brystal asked 


in awe. 

Ryder nodded. “Wanna meet one?” 

Before Brystal could answer, Ryder steered Kitty toward 
the beach of the nearest island. They landed on the shore 
and climbed down from the saddle. Ryder faced the ocean 
and whistled with his fingers. A few seconds later, a 
Massive sea serpent with sapphire scales and turquoise fins 
poked its head out from the water. 

“Brystal, meet Goldfish—he’s one of mine,” Ryder said. 

Brystal’s eyes went wide and she backed away from the 
creature. 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Goldfish,” she said with a 
nervous quiver. 

“Goldfish, would you like to show Brystal your cave of 
treasures?” Ryder asked, speaking in the same high- 
pitched voice he used to speak to Kitty. 

“Cave of treasures?” Brystal asked. 

“Goldfish likes to collect shiny objects he finds on the 
ocean floor,” Ryder said. “It’s mostly a bunch of sea glass 
and empty bottles, but one time, he found a whole set of 
crown jewels! Isn’t that incredible? Who knows how long 
those things had been down there!” 

The water dragon gave Brystal a curious look and then 
turned to Ryder, as if asking, Can I trust her? 

“Don’t worry, she isn’t going to steal anything,” he said. 

Goldfish glared at Brystal—Fine, but keep your hands 
where I can see them. 

The water dragon rolled out from the water and 
stretched his long body across the sand. The creature was 
shaped like a giant snake and didn’t have any arms or legs. 
Ryder mounted Goldfish’s back and then helped Brystal sit 
beside him. Once they were situated, the water dragon 
slithered back into the water and then swam across the 
ocean’s surface. When they were about a mile away from 
shore Goldfish turned to Ryder and gave him a nod—It’s 
time. 


“Hold your breath,” Ryder told Brystal. “I mean, like 
really hold it.” 

Brystal took his advice and filled her lungs with as much 
air as possible. The water dragon dived into the water, 
snaking deeper and deeper into the ocean. Brystal had to 
grip Goldfish’s fins with all her strength to keep from 
slipping off his back. The salty water stung her eyes and 
the pressure in her ears got worse and worse the farther 
down they dived. Just when she didn’t think she could hold 
her breath any longer, Brystal felt air rush past her skin. 
She opened her eyes and discovered the water dragon had 
surfaced in a large underwater cave. 

There were so many glittering objects, at first Brystal 
thought they had somehow traveled into space. As her 
vision improved, she realized the cave was filled with 
thousands and thousands of valuables. Goldfish had neatly 
organized his treasures into piles of old coins, jewelry, 
silverware, empty bottles, bottles with messages, and sea 
glass arranged by color. There was also a massive stack of 
miscellaneous junk: telescopes, oars, clocks, sails, and 
other pieces from sunken ships. 

“Oh my goodness,” Brystal gasped. “Look at all this 
stuff!” 

“It’s impressive, right?” Ryder said. 

The water dragon bobbed his head proudly—It sure is. 

“T didn’t realize dragons had hobbies,” Brystal said. 

“They’re amazing creatures,” he said. “It’s a shame 
they’re so misunderstood. I suppose the world always hates 
and fears what it doesn’t understand. But if people just 
tried to understand them, I’m sure they’d love dragons as 
much as I do.” 

“There’s a lot that the rest of the world gets wrong,” 
Brystal said. “Although I’ve been pleasantly surprised by 
the progress people have made over the years. There have 
been changes I never thought I’d see in my lifetime. So 
maybe the world will be ready to accept dragons sooner 


than we think?” 

“I hope so,” he said. “I couldn’t imagine my life without 
them.” 

“They’re lucky to have you,” she said. 

“Tm luckier to have them.” 

Ryder looked like a proud father as he spoke about them. 
Brystal was touched to see how much he cared. His passion 
for dragons reminded her of how she felt about the Fairy 
Territory. The more time she spent with the Caretaker, the 
more she was starting to like him—really like him. It had 
been more than a year since Brystal had felt this way about 
anyone. Unfortunately, Brystal knew she was on borrowed 
time and tried to squash the feeling before it grew any 
stronger. She looked around the cave for a distraction—and 
luckily, she found more than what she needed. 

“Oh my God!” Brystal gasped. 

“What is it?” Ryder asked. 

“I don’t believe it,” she exclaimed. “It’s... it’s... my 
wand!” 

Her crystal wand was sitting on top of a wine barrel in 
the stack of miscellaneous sea junk. It glimmered as Brystal 
approached it, as if it was happy to see her. 

“Wait a second—that’s yours?” Ryder asked. 

“Yes, I’m positive,” Brystal said. “I lost it in the crash—I 
mean, shipwreck.” 

“That’s incredible!” Ryder said. “Goldfish! You're a 
miracle worker!” 

Brystal reached for her wand, but before she could pick 
it up, the water dragon suddenly dashed between them. 
Goldfish growled at Brystal with a dirty scowl—That’s 
mine! 

“Sorry, water dragons are very greedy creatures,” Ryder 
said. “Goldfish, just because you found it doesn’t mean it 
belongs to you! Remember what I told you? ‘Finders 
keepers’ just makes you a thief with a motto. Now give the 
nice lady back her wand!” 


The water dragon let out a disgruntled sigh and turned 
the other way. Brystal retrieved her wand, smiling from ear 
to ear. 

“I never thought I'd see it again,” she said. 

“What are the chances Goldfish would find it?” Ryder 
said. “It’s just like magic.” 

“Right,” Brystal said with a nervous laugh. “Magic.” 
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After Brystal was reunited with her wand, she and Ryder 
returned to the beach and continued their tour of the 
islands. Their damp clothes were dried while Kitty soared 
through the sky. As they flew, Brystal’s eyes were drawn to 
an island with the biggest volcano in all the Keys. Although 
the island was large and lush with plant life, it looked 
completely empty. 

“Why aren’t there any dragons over there?” she asked. 

“They’re afraid of that island,” Ryder said. 

“Why?” 

“Because that’s the island with the old temple.” 

When they flew closer, Brystal suddenly understood why 
the dragons were intimidated. A massive fortress was built 
into the side of the island’s spewing volcano. It was so 
ancient the structure had practically become one with the 
island. It was made from dark stones that perfectly 
matched the scorched earth surrounding the volcano. 
There were a thousand steps leading to the entrance and 
each one was consumed by weeds and vines. 

From the moment she laid eyes on it, Brystal knew she 
was looking at the Temple of Knowledge—and the sight 
sent chills down her spine. 

“Do you mind if we take a closer look?” Brystal asked. 

“Not at all,” Ryder said. 


He gripped the reins and steered Kitty toward an island 
across from the Temple of Knowledge. They landed in an 
empty dragon nest with a perfect view of the island. Being 
so close to the temple made Kitty visibly uneasy. The 
dragon wrapped herself in her wings and trembled as she 
gazed across the water. 

“You weren’t kidding,” Brystal said. “Why are the 
dragons so afraid of it?” 

“There’s something inside the temple—something that 
terrifies them,” Ryder said. 

“But what could be more frightening than a dragon?” 
Brystal asked. 

Ryder shrugged. “Beats me,” he said. “I’ve never been 
inside the temple personally, but I know enough to stay 
away from it.” 

Brystal acted naive. “Oh, really?” she asked. “Anything 
you can share?” 

A mischievous grin grew across Ryder’s face. He looked 
around the nest to make sure they were alone. 

“Can I tell you a big secret?” he asked. 

“Please,” she said. 

“They call it the Temple of Knowledge,” he said. “It was 
built thousands of years ago by a group of sorcerers, and 
supposedly, the temple has a vault that holds the most 
powerful items ever created. That’s why my ancestors and 
their dragons came to the islands—the sorcerers gave them 
a home hoping the presence of dragons would discourage 
people from going inside. Then they shielded the islands in 
a magical dome to hide it all from view.” 

Brystal was mesmerized as she gazed across the water. 
It suddenly made sense: the Caretakers and the dragons— 
not the boulder bandits—were the unlikely guardians that 
the legend described. 

“How do you get inside?” she asked. 

“The doors only open with a special key,” Ryder said. 
“But trust me, you don’t want to go inside. Everyone who’s 


gone in has never come out.” 

“And if someone did want to go inside, how would they 
find the key?” she said. 

Ryder scrunched his forehead. “Why are you so 
interested in the temple?” 

Brystal locked eyes with him and let out a long sigh. 
Ryder had been so kind to her she didn’t have the heart to 
lie to him anymore. Besides, dishonesty would only take up 
more time—time she didn’t have. 

“Ryder, I have to make a confession,” she said. “My 
friends and I aren’t sailors. And we weren’t in a shipwreck. 
We came to the islands to find the Temple of Knowledge.” 

“What?” he exclaimed. “But... but... but why?” 

“Because the world is in terrible danger,” she said. 
“Cities are being destroyed by a powerful fire—a fire unlike 
anything the world has ever seen before—and innocent 
people are being framed for it. Back home I’m known as 
the Fairy Godmother, and just like the Caretaker Supreme, 
it’s my job to keep people safe. There’s a powerful spell 
book inside the temple that could help me stop the fires. I 
know it’s dangerous—and I know I sound crazy for even 
attempting it—but if you could help us get inside, we could 
save a lot of lives.” 

Ryder was shocked and it took him a few moments to 
comprehend everything Brystal had said. 

“So... you're a fairy?” he asked. 

“Yes—well, I was,” she said. “My magic hasn’t worked 
since we arrived.” 

“That’s part of the sorcerers’ spell,” Ryder said. “People 
can’t use magic while they’re inside the dome. The 
sorcerers didn’t want anyone to have an advantage in the 
temple.” 

Frustrated, Brystal closed her eyes and took a deep 
breath. She had been counting on that advantage. The 
mission was getting more complicated by the minute. 

“T still have to try,” she said. “A lot of innocent people are 


going to die if we don’t succeed. Can you help me?” 

Brystal could tell Ryder was overwhelmed by the 
request. 

“No one can enter the Temple of Knowledge on their 
own,” he said. “You have to get permission from the 
Caretaker Supreme. She holds the key to the temple. But 
she’s never allowed anyone to use the key before.” 

“Is there any way I could speak with her?” Brystal asked. 

“She normally doesn’t meet with strangers, but I might 
be able to arrange a meeting.” 

“Really? Will she listen to you?” 

Ryder gulped. “I think so,” he said. “She’s my mother.” 
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That evening, Brystal stayed in the Healing Hut while 
Ryder went to speak with the Caretaker Supreme. Brystal 
paced between the hammocks as she waited for him to 
return. By now the healing flames had started to shrink on 
the delegates’ bodies and, one by one, they started to wake 
up. 

Lucy yawned and lazily stretched out in her hammock, 
but became alarmed when she opened her eyes. 

“What happened to us?” she asked. “I haven’t been this 
sore since the morning after the Tinzel Heights music 
festival.” 

“Lucy, you’re on FIRE!” Gobzella shouted. 

“Thanks—but that wasn’t a joke,” she said. 

“No, you're literally on fire!” Butternut exclaimed. 

Lucy shrieked when she saw the peach-colored flames 
burning her broken leg. 

“It’s not just her! We’re all on fire!” Prince Elron yelled. 

All the delegates screamed and hopped down from their 
hammocks in panic. They frantically ran around the 


Healing Hut trying to extinguish the flames. Brystal 
whistled as loudly as she could to get their attention. 

“Everyone calm down!” she said. “The fire isn’t hurting 
you—it’s helping you! It’ll stop once all your injuries are 
healed!” 

At first the delegates didn’t believe her, but once they 
realized the fire wasn’t causing them pain, they relaxed. In 
fact, they discovered the flames felt rather nice. Gobzella 
lay back in her hammock and placed her hands behind her 
head. 

“She’s RIGHT!” the goblin said. “This feels GREAT! It’s 
like a TICKLE and a MASSAGE at the same time!” 

“My knees haven’t felt this good since I was a 
dwarfling,” Spanky said. 

“Brystal, are you doing this to us? Is your magic working 
again?” Lucy asked. 

“No and no,” Brystal said. “But I can explain 
everything.” 

“The last thing I remember was being surrounded by 
those mutant lizards!” Butternut said. “How did we escape 
them?” 

“Was it ME? Did I WIN?” Gobzella asked. 

“We’re safe now—and that’s what’s important,” Brystal 
said. “Nobody freak out when I tell you this, but we were 
actually saved by a dragon.” 

Lucy gasped. “You mean, that wasn’t a dream!” 

The other delegates looked at Brystal like she was crazy. 
Instead of wasting time trying to convince them, Brystal 
walked over to the window and opened the leafy blinds. 
The delegates were flabbergasted as they caught sight of 
the volcano, the islands, and all the dragons roaming and 
flying throughout the Keys. 

“No, no, no, no,” Lucy said, and shook her head. “This 
can’t be real. Someone must have slipped us purple-spotted 
clover when we weren't looking. In about five minutes, all 
of this is going to fade away and a group of preteen tuba 


players will be laughing at us. The same thing happened to 
me at band camp.” 

“What you’re seeing is real, I promise,” Brystal said. 
“The islands hold more than the Temple of Knowledge— 
they’re also a sanctuary for dragons. When the sorcerers 
created the temple, they invited the dragons to the islands 
to help them protect it. They’re the unlikely guardians the 
legend warns about.” 

“How do you know all of this?” Prince Elron asked. 

Brystal filled the delegates in on everything that had 
happened while they were asleep. She told them about 
Ryder’s tour of the islands, how a water dragon had found 
her wand at the bottom of the ocean, and now, she was 
waiting to speak with the Caretaker Supreme. 

“Apparently the key is the only way to get inside,” 
Brystal said. “If she doesn’t give it to us, we don’t stand a 
chance.” 

“And you think we can convince her?” Lucy said. 

“We have to,” Brystal said. 

The front door swung open and Ryder stepped inside. 
Brystal was so anxious she didn’t even think about 
introducing him to the others. 

“Well?” she asked. “What did your mother say?” 

Ryder sighed, and Brystal knew it wasn’t good news. 

“She said there’s absolutely no way she would ever give 
you the key—but she agreed to meet with you,” he said. 
“That was the best I could do.” 

“All right then,” Brystal said. “Let’s meet. Maybe I can 
change her mind.” 

Ryder led Brystal and the delegates out of the Healing 
Hut. They walked down a long rope bridge that snaked 
through Caretaker Village toward the building at the very 
top of the volcano. The entrance was guarded by two 
intimidating Caretaker guards armed with spears made 
from dragon teeth. Brystal and the delegates followed 
Ryder through the doors, entering a throne room that 
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hovered over the volcano like a large balcony. The throne 
room had a glass floor and the delegates could see directly 
into the pool of magma below them. 

“Come closer,” said a woman’s voice. 

The Caretaker Supreme was seated at the far end of the 
room on a giant throne created from dragon ribs. She wore 
a horned headdress, spiked shoulder pads, and a tight 
white gown made from molted dragon skin. With just one 
glance at the Caretaker Supreme, Brystal knew why all the 
dragons treated her like an alpha. Her stoic gaze radiated 
confidence and wisdom. She was already one of the most 
intimidating people Brystal had ever met. 

Ryder bowed as he approached his mother, and the 
delegates copied him. 

“Mother, these are the people I was telling you about,” 
he said. 

The Caretaker Supreme was only interested in Brystal. 

“So you’re the great Fairy Godmother,” the Caretaker 
Supreme said. “Word of your remarkable power has 
traveled far and wide. It’s a pleasure to make your 
acquaintance.” 

“Thank you, ma’am,” Brystal said. “I wish I could say I’ve 
heard about you, too, but you’ve done a good job at keeping 
the Dragon Keys a secret.” 

“My son tells me you’ve come for the Temple of 
Knowledge,” she said. 

“That’s correct,” Brystal said. “We’re hoping to retrieve 
the Book of Sorcery from the vault.” 

“And why would someone with your power need such a 
thing?” she asked. 

“It isn’t about gaining power, it’s about rendering 
someone else powerless,” Brystal explained. “Two nights 
ago, the Eastern Kingdom was attacked by a very 
dangerous fire. It’s unlike anything the world has ever seen 
—it burns much quicker and much hotter than normal fire. 
More than half of Ironhand was destroyed in a matter of 


minutes. Our friend Xanthous is a fairy with a specialty for 
fire. He was at the scene of the attack and is now being 
blamed for it. We know he’s innocent—we know something 
else must be causing the fires, but we just can’t prove it.” 

The Caretaker Supreme slowly nodded. “So the Devil’s 
Breath has returned,” she said. 

“Pardon?” 

“The fire you speak of is called Devil’s Breath,” the 
Caretaker Supreme said. “Thousands of years ago, Devil’s 
Breath destroyed much of the ancient world.” 

“You mean, it isn’t Xanthous’s fault after all?” Brystal 
asked. 

“Unless your friend is thousands of years old, I sincerely 
doubt it,” she said. 

“So what happened the first time? How was the Devil’s 
Breath stopped?” Brystal asked. 

“It wasn’t stopped,” the Caretaker Supreme said. “The 
fire disappeared as quickly as it appeared. To this day no 
one knows where it came from or where it went. 
Unfortunately, that didn’t stop people from assigning 
blame. A group of men known as alchemists held a 
conference with world leaders to address the situation. 
They determined dragons were causing the destruction, 
and so they decided to exterminate the entire species to 
save the planet. If it weren’t for the heroic efforts of my 
ancestors, dragons would be extinct.” 

Brystal couldn’t believe her ears. History was repeating 
itself. 

“And now the same thing is happening to our friend!” 
Brystal exclaimed. “We just came from the Alchemy 
Institute! The Conference of Kings determined Xanthous 
was causing the fires! They insisted the only way to prevent 
future fires was to eliminate him—but he’s just as innocent 
and misunderstood as the dragons were!” 

“It appears killing is the alchemists’ answer for 
everything,” the Caretaker Supreme said. “My condolences 


for the loss of your friend.” 

“But we can still save him!” Brystal said. “If we get the 
Book of Sorcery, and use it to strip Xanthous of his magic, 
the alchemists said they would spare his life!” 

“Tm sorry, my dear, but that is not going to happen,” the 
Caretaker Supreme said. “Opening the temple comes with 
a great risk—a risk that is not worth saving one life.” 

“But we could use the Book of Sorcery to stop the Devil’s 
Breath once and for all,” Brystal said. “And if I’m being 
completely honest, the fairies and witches have been 
searching for it long before the fires began. There’s 
another reason we need it.” 

The Caretaker Supreme was surprised to hear this—and 
she wasn’t the only one. Brystal’s alternative motives were 
news to the delegates, too. She could feel their confused 
gazes on the back of her head without having to look. 

“Do tell,” the Caretaker Supreme said. 

“The world is being threatened by much more than the 
Devil’s Breath,” Brystal went on. “Last year, the Southern 
Kingdom was taken over by a ruthless tyrant known as the 
Righteous Emperor. He partnered with a powerful witch to 
raise an unstoppable Army of the Dead. The emperor has 
plans to invade and conquer all the kingdoms and 
territories in the world. If we don’t stop him, people will be 
stripped of their rights, talking creatures will lose their 
homes, and the entire magical community will be hunted 
down.” 

“You mean, the Army of the Dead can be defeated?” 
Spanky asked. 

“Why didn’t you mention this before?” Prince Elron 
asked. 

“The alchemists would have never told me where the 
Temple of Knowledge was if they knew the real reason I 
wanted the Book of Sorcery,” Brystal said. “The fires may 
destroy all life on earth, but the Army of the Dead will 
destroy everything worth living for. But with the Book of 


Sorcery, we can stop all of it. We just need the key.” 

Brystal didn’t know what else to say to make her case. 
The Caretaker Supreme tapped her long fingernails on the 
armrest of her throne while she considered. 

“No,” the Caretaker Supreme said. 

“No?” the delegates gasped together. 

“Mother, you can’t be serious?” Ryder objected. 

“The odds aren’t in their favor,” the Caretaker Supreme 
said. “Yes, the fires might destroy the planet. And yes, the 
Righteous Emperor might destroy everything worth living 
for. But if the Book of Sorcery falls into the wrong hands, 
the world will perish. That is certain.” 

“But Mother, we can’t just stand back and—” 

The Caretaker Supreme raised a hand to silence her son. 

“I’ve made my decision,” she said. “Besides, I couldn’t 
help you if I wanted to. As soon as I inherited the key, I 
made sure it would never see the light of day again. Our 
ancestors led enough people to their doom.” 

“Ma’am, please tell us where it is!” Brystal pleaded. 
“You're our last hope!” 

“Tomorrow morning, I will arrange for a ship to 
transport you and your friends back to the continent—but 
that is all I’m willing to offer,” the Caretaker Supreme said. 
“Ryder, please escort our visitors to the Healing Hut. They 
are welcome to stay there until their departure.” 

With nothing left to do or say, Brystal and the delegates 
followed Ryder out of the throne room. Their heads hung 
low while they walked down the rope bridge through 
Caretaker Village. As far as they knew, the mission wasn’t 
over—the world was. 

“Is there some sort of appeal we could file?” Lucy asked. 

“Unfortunately not,” Ryder said. “My mother’s will is the 
law around here. And she never takes back a decision once 
her mind has been made up.” 

“This can’t be the END!” Gobzella moaned. “We’ve got to 
talk some SENSE into her!” 


Ryder held open the door of the Healing Hut while the 
delegates filed in. However, once they were inside, they 
realized Ryder had escorted them to a completely different 
part of Caretaker Village. Instead of the green hammocks 
and peach-colored flames, the new hut was filled with 
swords, spears, crossbows, and spiked armor. 

“Ryder, what is this place?” Brystal asked. 

“Everyone suit up,” he said. “You can’t go into the 
Temple of Knowledge dressed like that.” 

“But your mother said she wouldn’t help us,” Lucy said. 

“Oh, and she was serious, too,” he said. “My mother is a 
very practical speaker. She chooses her words very 
carefully and never says something she doesn’t mean. 
When she said the key would never see the light of day 
again, that wasn’t a metaphor.” 

“And why is your mother’s frankness a good thing?” Lucy 
asked. 

“Because she unintentionally told us where she hid the 
key,” Ryder said. “There are only so many places where the 
sun doesn’t shine—especially around here.” 

Brystal’s eyes grew large when she realized what Ryder 
was implying. 

“The ocean,” she gasped. “Your mother threw the key 
into the ocean!” 

Ryder smiled. “And if I’m right, I might know someone 
who’s already found it.” 





CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
= 


DINNER WITH ELVES 


The jackalopes pulled Elrik and Xanthous through the hills 


of the Northwestern Woods as they raced toward the Elf 
Territory. The boys took turns steering the horned rabbits 
and Xanthous was pleasantly surprised by how swiftly the 
animals moved through the trees. He wouldn’t have 
thought it was possible to laugh and smile at a time like 
this, but Xanthous found every tight turn more amusing 
than the one before. And despite the dangerous forest 
surrounding them, just being beside Elrik made Xanthous 
feel safe. He felt butterflies in the pit of his stomach after 
every bump and jolt that pushed them closer together. 

Soon the great tree of the Elf Territory appeared in the 
distance. It stood regally in the center of the Northwestern 
Woods like a giant among men. The tree was over a 
thousand feet tall and hundreds of feet wide. An entire 
village of small homes were hanging from the enormous 
branches like a community of birdhouses. The homes and 
shops were all different colors and styles with clever 
asymmetrical floor plans to maximize the limited space. 
Xanthous could see the small elf citizens walking along 
bridges and pathways between the leaves. 

At the base of the tree, the jackalopes passed through 
wooden gates patrolled by elvish soldiers. Elrik steered the 
chariot up a path that moved toward the tree’s enormous 
roots and then spiraled up its massive trunk. The higher 
the rabbits climbed the more relieved Xanthous became— 


he was so far above the ground the fire would never find 
him. 

The chariot traveled to the very top of the territory and 
stopped at a miniature castle the tree wore like a crown. 
The castle was made from checkered panels of black-and- 
white wood; it had four identical towers, and the entire 
building was covered in impressive leafy carvings. As soon 
as the chariot was parked, servants emerged from the 
castle to collect it from Elrik. 

Xanthous stepped down from the chariot and spun 
around as he took in all the sights of the Elf Territory. 

“Wow,” he said. “This place never gets old.” 

“I thought you said you’d never been here before,” Elrik 
said. 

“I mean—it must never get old, right?” Xanthous 
corrected himself. 

“It sure doesn’t,” Elrik said. “How’s the ankle? Feeling 
better?” 

Xanthous had completely forgotten about his fake injury. 

“Good as new,” he said. “I always bounce back pretty 
quick.” 

“That’s good,” Elrik said with a laugh. “I was worried I 
would have to carry you all the way to the guest chambers. 
Come on, Illl show you to your room.” 

Just like the outside, everything inside the castle was 
black and white. The floors were covered in black-and- 
white tiles and the tall white walls were painted with black 
symbols that matched the carvings on the exterior. The 
castle was bustling with elvish maids, butlers, and other 
servants who wore matching black-and-white uniforms. 

Xanthous followed Elrik up a curvy staircase and down a 
hall on the second floor to the guest chambers. The 
bedroom had a four-poster bed, a lounge chair, and a 
wardrobe, but the furnishings were so small it looked like 
the room was made for children. 

“Sorry about the furniture,” Elrik said. “We’re used to 


smaller company.” 

“Don’t worry, I can make it work,” Xanthous said. “I’m 
just so grateful to—” 

Xanthous stopped midsentence when he noticed a mirror 
in the corner of the room. He became paranoid the fairies 
might spy on him and quickly yanked a sheet off the bed 
and draped it over the glass. 

“Not a fan of mirrors?” Elrik asked. 

“T just caught a glimpse of myself and didn’t realize how 
dirty I was,” Xanthous said. 

Elrik went to a miniature wardrobe and pulled out a 
white suit with black lapels. 

“Here, you can change into this if you’d like,” he said. 
“It’s an extra-extra-elf-large, so it should fit you. There’s 
also a bathroom next door if you want to freshen up.” 

“Thank you,” Xanthous said, and took the suit from him. 
“It’s so kind of you to bring me here. I don’t think I'll ever 
be able to repay you.” 

Elrik shrugged it off. “Don’t mention it,” he said. “Boys 
like us have to stick together.” 

The prince and the fairy shared a sweet smile, but the 
moment was interrupted when something suddenly flew 
past the window. Xanthous and Elrik rushed to the window 
and saw a big bronze carriage swooping down from the sky. 
The carriage was kept afloat by a large balloon and it was 
pulled through the air by four mechanical birds. 

“What is that?” Xanthous asked. 

Elrik gulped. “Father’s home,” he said. 

“Is that how he gets around?” Xanthous asked. 

“No, he was invited to a special meeting yesterday,” 
Elrik said. “All the world leaders attended something called 
a Conference of Kings at a place called the Alchemy 
Institute. The institute provided the transportation.” 

Xanthous suddenly felt butterflies in his stomach again, 
but this time they were nerves. He knew Elrik must be 
talking about the meeting Skylene had warned him about— 


but he had never heard such names before. 

“What’s a Conference of Kings?” Xanthous asked. 

“I guess it’s where kings go when there’s an emergency,” 
Elrik said. 

“And what’s the Alchemy Institute?” he asked. 

“Beats me,” the elf said. “Although I was hoping father 
would be gone longer.” 

Xanthous and Elrik watched the bronze carriage as it 
landed in front of the castle. Servants hurried toward the 
carriage to welcome their sovereign home. As King Elvin 
emerged from the coach, the tree branches in his crown 
were so wide the servants had to help him maneuver 
through the door. Xanthous grew tense as King Elvin 
entered the castle. He had met the king a few times with 
the Fairy Council in the past. If Xanthous didn’t want to be 
recognized, he’d have to keep his distance. 

“That’s strange,” Elrik said. “My brother isn’t with him. I 
wonder why Father left Elron at the institute? Oh well, 
you'll enjoy dinner much more without him. Elron’s a jerk.” 

Xanthous’s eyes went wide. “You mean, I’m invited to 
dinner? With your father?” 

“Of course you are—you’re a guest of the prince.” Elrik 
laughed. “The dining hall is on the first floor. We eat every 
night at seven seventeen on the dot. Now, I should change 
beforehand. I’ve got a long day’s worth of hunting to wash 
off.” 

Elrik excused himself from the guest quarters. As soon 
as the prince was out of sight, Xanthous began to pace the 
room in a frenzy. Apparently keeping a low profile wouldn’t 
be a possibility. If Xanthous didn’t want the king to notice 
him, he’d have to make himself unrecognizable. So he 
hurried next door and took a bath in the miniature elf tub. 
After he’d bathed, Xanthous slicked back his blond hair, 
hoping a different hairstyle would help disguise him. He 
was so used to having flames on his head he couldn’t 
remember the last time he’d used a comb. 


Next, Xanthous went back to his room and dressed in the 
white suit Elrik had provided. He carefully tucked his 
Muter Medal under his shirt and checked his reflection in 
the mirror as quickly as he could, just in case the fairies 
were watching from the other side. However, Xanthous 
stared at his reflection longer than he intended. The new 
suit and hairstyle made him look so grown-up he barely 
recognized himself. At some point in the recent past, 
Xanthous had officially crossed the line between boyhood 
and manhood—but he must have missed the memo of when 
it had happened. 

“Not bad,” he said to his reflection. “Not bad at all.” 

At 7:16, Xanthous climbed down the curvy staircase and 
found the dining hall on the first floor. When he arrived, an 
elf girl who looked about six years old was already seated 
at the long dining table. She wore a white dress with black 
patches, a tiara made from white flowers, and her hair was 
styled in three buns on the top of her head. The girl was 
holding a fluffy red squirrel and feeding it milk with a 
baster. 

“Oh—Princess Elvina,” Xanthous said, and quickly 
bowed. 

The princess raised an eyebrow at him. “Have we met?” 
she asked. 

Xanthous had definitely met Princess Elvina with the 
Fairy Council before, but she clearly didn’t remember him 
—his disguise must be working. 

“No, but I’ve heard a lot about you,” he said. “I’m Xach 
Fairchild. I’m a friend of your brother Elrik.” 

“T didn’t realize Elrik had any friends,” the princess said. 

“At least one,” Xanthous said with a shrug. “I see you 
have a friend, too. Does your squirrel have a name?” 

“Acorn,” Princess Elvina said. “I’m trying to train him.” 

“I didn’t know squirrels could be trained,” Xanthous 
said. 

Princess Elvina let out a discouraged sigh and placed the 


squirrel in a cage under the table. 

“Tm starting to think it’s impossible,” she said. “Father 
told me to catch and train a wild animal—it’s one of his 
assignments, but I’m not sure how it’s supposed to make 
me a better leader. The last time I checked, elves don’t 
bury their food and pee on everything when you’re not 
looking.” 

“Thankfully not,” Xanthous said. 

A very handsome young elf entered the dining hall 
wearing a black suit with a white lapel—the exact opposite 
design of Xanthous’s suit. The elf also wore a crown made 
of sticks and his dark hair was pulled into a short ponytail 
behind his pointed ears. It took Xanthous a couple of 
moments before he realized he was looking at Elrik. He had 
no idea the elf prince could look so princely. 

“Gosh,” Xanthous said. “You clean up well.” 

Elrik looked Xanthous up and down, clearly thinking the 
same thing about him. 

“You do, too,” Elrik said. “Very well.” 

Xanthous blushed and didn’t know what to say—but 
thankfully, he didn’t have a chance to say anything. The 
doors burst open and King Elvin stomped inside. Elvina 
jumped to her feet and the elves bowed to their father. 
Xanthous copied them but he was a little delayed. 

“Good evening, Father,” the elves said. 

King Elvin took a seat at the head of the table without 
acknowledging his children. Once the king was seated, the 
elves took their seats, too. Xanthous didn’t know where to 
go so he took the chair beside Elrik. 

“I’m starving! Let’s eat!” the king shouted. 

Almost instantaneously, a parade of elf servants entered 
the dining room with plates full of food. The elves’ diet was 
completely vegetarian and the servants placed piles of 
almonds, fruit, and vegetables on the table. There was 
enough food to feed an army, let alone four people. Princess 
Elvina eyed the empty seat beside her. 


“Where’s Elron?” she asked. 

“He’s on an assignment,” King Elvin said. “Speaking of, 
is that animal trained yet?” 

“So far he can sit and stay but I’m still potty training 
him,” she said. 

“Good,” the king said. “And Elrik? Did you hunt a bear 
like I instructed?” 

Elrik glanced to Xanthous with nervous eyes. 

“Actually, Your Majesty, Elrik hunted several bears,” 
Xanthous said. 

The king looked up for the first time and was surprised 
to see a visitor. 

“What is this Human doing at my dinner table?” he 
asked. 

Xanthous was grateful the king didn’t recognize him, but 
also terrified to have his full attention. 

“I’m Xach Fairchild, sir,” he said. “Your son saved my life 
in the forest. You see, I got lost in the woods and was 
attacked by a pack of bears. Had Elrik not showed up at the 
exact moment he did, I would have been eaten.” 

Elrik nodded along to the story. The king wasn’t 
convinced, though, and his eyes darted back and forth 
between the boys. Even Princess Elvina seemed suspicious. 

“I didn’t realize bears traveled in packs,” King Elvin said. 

“Well... there were quite a few of them,” Elrik said. 

“How many?” Princess Elvina asked. 

“Five,” Xanthous said. 

“Six,” Elrik said. 

The boys went tense—they should have clarified the 
details of their lie beforehand. 

“Six including a cub, sir,” Xanthous said. 

‘And I imagine you brought back the bodies as 
souvenirs?” King Elvin asked. 

“The chariot was only big enough for the two of us, 
Father,” Elrik said. 

“You're telling me you slaughtered six bears and brought 
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back nothing to show for it? 

“I couldn’t just leave Xach in the woods alone,” Elrik 
said. “What if more bears showed up?” 

King Elvin groaned under his breath and shook his head. 

“Next time I give you an assignment, I want proof you 
completed it,” he said. 

“Yes, Father,” Elrik said. 

The dining hall filled with an awkward silence. Xanthous 
was curious about the king’s trip to the Alchemy Institute 
but didn’t know the appropriate way to inquire about it. So 
he raised his hand as if he were a student in a classroom. 

“Do you have a question?” King Elvin asked. 

“How was your trip, Your Majesty?” Xanthous asked. 

“Long,” he grumbled. 

Xanthous was hoping the king would elaborate but he 
didn’t share any other details. 

“Elrik told me you attended a Conference of Kings at a 
place called the Alchemy Institute? Is that right?” he asked. 

“Correct,” King Elvin said. 

“Tm curious, what is the Alchemy Institute?” Xanthous 
asked. 

“It’s a large campus that floats in the sky,” the king said. 
“It’s where alchemists live and conduct experiments.” 

The more Xanthous learned, the more confused he 
became. 

“Alchemists, sir?” he asked. “I’m not familiar with the 
term.” 

“That’s because they live in secret,” King Elvin said. 
“Apparently, alchemists are a type of fairy or witch that 
studies science. They have a department for every scientific 
subject you can think of—physics, chemistry, biology—you 
name it. I’ve never seen the point of science, personally. 
Why waste time on matters you can’t control?” 

“Perhaps to learn how to control them?” Elrik suggested. 

King Elvin shot his son a dirty look as if the prince was 
insulting his intelligence. Xanthous was desperate to learn 


more and raised his hand again before the tension 
escalated. The king rolled his eyes at Xanthous’s 
persistence. 

“Yes?” he grunted. 

“Forgive my curiosity, Your Majesty, but what did you 
discuss at the Conference of Kings?” he asked. “Elrik 
mentioned there was an emergency?” 

“It seems a fairy has lost control of his powers and is 
spreading fires,” King Elvin said. “The alchemists were 
worried the boy might destroy the planet if he isn’t 
stopped. So the conference decided it was best to eliminate 
him before he causes any more damage. The alchemists are 
tracking him down as we speak.” 

Xanthous’s mouth dropped open and all the color 
drained from his face. 

“But... but... but what if he’s innocent?” he asked. 

“Doubtful,” King Elvin said. “The evidence spoke for 
itself.” 

“But... but... but what if the evidence is wrong? What if 
it’s a misunderstanding?” 

Princess Elvina squinted at him. “You seem very invested 
in this story,” she said. 

“Sorry, it just seems unfair to execute someone without a 
trial, don’t you think?” Xanthous said. “I hope someone at 
least defended the poor boy.” 

“Unfortunately so,” King Elvin said. “The whole 
conference could have been an hour shorter, but the Fairy 
Godmother insisted her friend was being framed. But you 
know how she is—her heart is too big for her own good. 
The Fairy Godmother begged the alchemists for a chance to 
prove he was innocent.” 

“And how is she going to do that?” Xanthous asked. 

“She and a team of delegates are on their way to some 
sort of temple to retrieve a special spell book—although I 
can’t recall the specific names,” King Elvin said. “If they 
make it back in time, the spell book is supposed to contain 


a spell that will render the boy powerless, and therefore 
prove his innocence. But it’s very unlikely the Fairy 
Godmother will return before the alchemists find and kill 
the boy. Apparently, once people enter the temple, they 
never come out.” 

Xanthous was consumed with so much anxiety he 
couldn’t form words to ask any more questions. At that 
exact moment, a team of sophisticated scientists were 
hunting him down. He suddenly felt very unsafe—the Elf 
Territory might be protecting him from the mysterious 
fires, but where could he possibly go to hide from the 
alchemists? How far would he have to travel? How long 
would he have to stay there for? 

And if that wasn’t enough to worry about, one of his best 
friends was risking her life on a mission to save him. Would 
Brystal even return from the temple? Was the spell book 
the same book she needed to defeat the Army of the Dead 
and destroy the Immortal? Or would Brystal spend her last 
moments alive trying to prove his innocence instead of 
focusing on her own needs? 

Elrik must have sensed his distress because he gently 
squeezed his hand under the table. 

“Father?” Princess Elvina asked. “Did you say the Fairy 
Godmother took a team of delegates to the temple?” 

“Yes,” King Elvin said. “One was chosen from each 
kingdom and territory.” 

“Please tell me that isn’t the assignment you gave 
Elron,” Elrik exclaimed. 

“As a matter of fact, it was,” King Elvin said. “We all 
know your brother has acted like a coward in the past. This 
was the perfect opportunity for him to prove himself.” 

Neither the prince nor the princess could believe the 
words coming out of the king’s mouth. 

“Father, how could you?” Elrik asked. “What if Elron gets 
hurt? What if he gets killed?” 

King Elvin slammed a fist on the table, causing all the 


plates to rattle. 

“Then he doesn’t deserve to inherit my throne,” he 
declared. “It is my duty—my sacred duty—to leave this 
territory in proper hands when I die. And so far, none of my 
children have proven themselves worthy of it. All three of 
you continue to be complete and utter disappointments! So 
unless you’d like me to send you on a task I’m certain you 
won’t return from, I suggest you keep your mouths shut!” 

Elrik went pale and quietly stared down at his plate. The 
king’s outburst was enough to break Xanthous out of his 
anxious trance. For a moment, he forgot all about his own 
troubles and felt nothing but sympathy for the elf prince. 
Xanthous knew exactly what it was like to be humiliated by 
someone who was supposed to love you—he had 
experienced it every day living with his own father. 

Xanthous squeezed Elrik’s hand under the table. The 
corner of Elrik’s mouth curved into a small grin and he 
squeezed him back. The boys secretly held hands for the 
rest of the evening, and even when the dinner came to an 
end, neither wanted to let go. 
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That night after their tumultuous dinner with the king, 
Elrik took Xanthous to a grand balcony on the fourth floor 
of the castle. From there the boys could see the entire Elf 
Territory below them. All the tiny elf homes were lit up and 
the glowing windows made the giant tree look like a small 
universe. The boys were emotionally drained from the 
distressing meal, but the longer they took in the 
spectacular view, the more it recharged their spirits. 

“I didn’t think this place could be more beautiful,” 
Xanthous said. 

“This is my favorite time of night, too,” Elrik said. “When 


all the shops are closed, when all the work is finished, and 
everyone goes home, I love how peaceful and simple 
everything becomes.” 

“I know what you mean,” Xanthous said. “It’s like the 
world is taking a deep breath.” 

“Exactly,” Elrik said. “I wish all moments were like this 
one. I wish you could wrap a moment up and take it out 
whenever you need it. But I suppose that’s why they tell us 
to cherish each one—because the good moments never 
last.” 

The prince let out a sad sigh and Xanthous could feel the 
pain behind it. 

“I’m sorry your father is so cruel to you,” he said. “You 
deserve better.” 

“I’m sorry about your father, too,” Elrik said. “But it’s 
just like you said back in the forest—they’re the broken 
ones, right?” 

Xanthous was touched the prince remembered the 
sentiment. 

“Moments like this may not last forever, but I’ll certainly 
cherish it forever,” he said. 

“Me too,” the elf said. “I really like you, Xach.” 

“T really like you, too, Elrik,” Xanthous said. 

“Of all the people in the world, what are the chances a 
couple of boys like us would find each other in the middle 
of the woods?” Elrik asked. “Makes me wonder if some 
things are just meant to be.” 

Xanthous couldn’t agree more. Meeting someone like 
Elrik seemed like a miracle. If Xanthous could wish for 
anything it would be to spend more time with the prince. 
Unfortunately, he knew their time was over. If Xanthous 
wanted to survive the alchemists, he needed to leave the 
Elf Territory as soon as possible. 

“Elrik, there’s something I need to tell you,” Xanthous 
said. “I haven’t been completely honest with you. My name 
isn’t Xach—it’s Xanthous—and the real reason you found 


me in the woods is because—” 

“You're the fairy the alchemists are looking for,” Elrik 
said. 

Xanthous was shocked. 

“How did you know?” he asked. 

“When Father was talking about the Conference of Kings 
your pulse was racing,” the elf said. 

“And you weren’t concerned?” Xanthous asked. 

“If you were going to start a fire, I figured you would 
have done it already,” Elrik said. 

“Then you probably understand why I have to leave,” 
Xanthous said. 

“T do,” Elrik said. 

“I wish I could stay,” Xanthous said. “Honestly, I wish I 
could spend every minute of every day with you—you’ve 
been a dream in the middle of a nightmare. It just isn’t safe 
for me here.” 

Elrik nodded. “I feel the same way about you,” he said. 
“So you probably understand why I have no choice but to 
come with you.” 

Xanthous thought his ears were playing tricks on his 
mind. 

“What? Elrik, you can’t come with me!” 

“Why not?” the prince asked. 

“Because it’s too dangerous!” Xanthous said. “You heard 
your father—the alchemists are coming to kill me! I have to 
go somewhere they'll never find me! I have to hide until the 
Fairy Godmother retrieves the spell book from the temple!” 

“No offense, but I’ve seen your hiding technique, and 
without my help you’ll be dead by morning,” Elrik said. 
“You’re going to need someone to keep a lookout, someone 
who can gather food and water, and someone who can 
guide you through the woods—and no one knows the 
Northwestern Woods better than me. I’ve discovered caves 
and caverns that no one else in the world has ever heard of, 
let alone been to. And most important, you’re going to need 


someone to contact the Fairy Godmother when she 
returns.” 

Xanthous was speechless. He knew Elrik was right— 
hiding from the alchemists would be impossible without 
someone’s help—but he couldn’t let the prince put himself 
in jeopardy. 

“Elrik, I can’t let you do that for me,” he said. 

The prince grabbed Xanthous by the shoulders and 
looked deeply into his eyes. 

“T can’t tell you how many times I’ve looked down at 
those gates and dreamed of running away. I’ve made plenty 
of excuses to stay, but you’re the first excuse I have to 
leave. I know it feels like the whole world is against you, 
but it’s not—you’ve got me. And I’m not ready to lose you 
just yet.” 

“But what if the Fairy Godmother doesn’t return?” 
Xanthous said. “What if I have to stay in hiding forever?” 

“I can think of worse fates than being stuck with a cute 
fairy,” Elrik said with a wink. “So what do you say? You 
want to run away together?” 

Suddenly, Xanthous’s greatest nightmare had turned into 
a dream come true. Even a life on the run seemed like a 
paradise with Elrik by his side. 

“All right,” Xanthous said. “Let’s do it—let’s run away 
together.” 

Elrik gave him the biggest smile Xanthous had ever 
seen. 

“Wonderful,” the prince said. “We’ll leave at once. I’m 
going to pack some supplies and get my chariot ready. You 
stay here—I’ll be back as soon as I’m finished!” 

Elrik kissed Xanthous and quickly ran inside the castle. 
Xanthous’s eyes grew twice in size and he held a shaky 
hand over his lips. Did that just happen? Xanthous pinched 
himself to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. No, it definitely 
happened! Muter Medal or not, Xanthous was blushing so 
hard he was surprised his cheeks didn’t catch on fire. He 


looked out at the Elf Territory in awe, beaming brighter 
than all the stars in the night sky. 

Perhaps Emerelda was right about love. Perhaps there 
was a Fancy for every Mopes. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
ial 


‘THe TEMPLE OF KNOWLEDGE 


Inside the arsenal at Caretaker Village, Brystal, Lucy, and 


the delegates changed into dragon-skin jumpsuits, boots, 
and spiked pads for their shoulders, knees, and elbows. 
Ryder insisted they arm themselves with weapons, too, and 
Brystal and Lucy had a difficult time choosing one. The 
girls were so used to protecting themselves with magic 
they couldn’t imagine swinging a sword or spear in combat. 
Still, they listened to Ryder’s advice and selected swords 
made from sharpened dragon teeth. Brystal tucked her 
wand into her boot for safekeeping, eager for the chance to 
use it again. 

“This is quite a makeover,” Brystal said as she eyed their 
new outfits. 

“We look like the world’s toughest kickball team,” Lucy 
said. “I’m not mad at it.” 

“Everyone ready?” Ryder asked. 

The delegates nodded and gave him a thumbs-up. 

“Good,” he said. “Now, we’re going to sneak out of the 
village and climb down the volcano on foot. We have to be 
as quiet as possible. If my mother’s guards catch us, she’ll 
have us all thrown in Caretaker jail.” 

“Copy THAT!” Gobzella said. “I’ll be as quiet as a FOX!” 

Prince Elron cringed. “Gobzella, you’re not allowed to 
speak until we get there!” he said. 

Gobzella mimed zipping her mouth shut and locking it 
with a key. Ryder opened the door a crack and peeked 


outside. 

“The coast is clear,” he whispered. “Come on.” 

The delegates followed Ryder onto the rope bridge 
outside. It was late and besides the glowing and gurgling 
magma in the volcano below, everything was dark and quiet 
in Caretaker Village. They climbed under the rope bridge 
and crawled along beneath it, except for Butternut and 
Spanky—there was enough room for the dwarf and troll to 
walk upright. As they covertly moved through the village, 
Ryder would occasionally raise a hand and pause the 
procession whenever he heard a Caretaker moving above 
them. 

Once they reached the edge of Caretaker Village, Ryder 
scanned the land surrounding the volcano and then 
checked the sky. When he was certain there were no 
Caretakers or dragons nearby, he slid down the volcano’s 
steep hillside, zipping from ridge to ridge, until he reached 
the base of the volcano. Brystal, Lucy, and the other 
delegates followed his pattern and made it to the base very 
smoothly, except Gobzella—the goblin tumbled down the 
volcano like a one-woman avalanche. 

Once the delegates picked Gobzella up and dusted her 
off, they dashed across the island. They tiptoed through a 
herd of sleeping treechompers, they hopped across a river 
of snoozing lavalingers, and they snuck past a colony of 
fishhoarders snoring in their dams. Ryder led the delegates 
to a vacant section of the beach and whistled toward the 
ocean. A few moments later, Goldfish stuck his giant head 
out of the water. The water dragon glared at Ryder with 
sleepy eyes—Do you know what time it is? 

“Hey, Goldfish, sorry to wake you,” Ryder apologized. 

“Its name is Goldfish?” Spanky whispered to the others. 

“He names all his dragons after pets he wished he had,” 
Brystal whispered back. 

“Listen, I promise I wouldn’t be bothering you in the 
middle of the night unless it was extremely important,” 


Ryder said. “Can you take us to your cave of treasures?” 
The water dragon gave him a suspicious look— Why? 
“Because I think you have something we need,” Ryder 

explained. “Several years ago, my mother tossed a special 

key into the ocean. We have no clue what it looks like but I 

have a hunch you might have found it by now.” 

Goldfish turned to Brystal and he noticed the wand 
tucked into her boot. The water dragon groaned and shook 
his head—Haven’t you taken enough from me? 

“Please, Goldfish?” Brystal said. “I’d be happy to make a 
trade this time.” 

Goldfish raised an eyebrow— You have my attention. 

“My friend Emerelda can turn anything she touches into 
jewels,” Brystal said. “If you let us take the key, I could give 
you all the diamonds, rubies, and emeralds you’ve ever 
dreamed of. What do you think?” 

The water dragon didn’t seem impressed—I have enough 
jewels, thank you very much. Brystal and Ryder looked at 
each other, each hoping the other had another idea, but 
neither knew how to convince him. Lucy cleared her throat 
and pushed past Brystal and Ryder. 

“Stand back—I can handle this,” she declared. 

“How?” Brystal asked. 

“Tve negotiated in the sleaziest pawnshops in the world 
—these collector types are all cut from the same cloth,” she 
said, looking up at the dragon. “Hello, Mr. Goldfish—may I 
call you Mr. Goldfish?” 

The water dragon nodded—/f you must. 

“Well, Mr. Goldfish, I can tell you’re a dragon with good 
taste,” Lucy said. “You know a good deal isn’t necessarily 
about the price—it’s about the value. Diamonds and jewels 
are way too common to be interesting. What you really 
want is something priceless—something that can’t be 
replaced.” 

Goldfish squinted at her—Go on. Lucy removed her 
bottle-cap necklace and showed it to him. 


“See this?” she asked. “This bottle cap is from a bottle of 
Fabubblous Fizz that the Duchess of Downsouthington sent 
me personally. She attended a Goose Troupe concert at the 
Appleton Music Hall and was so blown away by my 
tambourine solo, she sent me a gift. I shared the beverage 
with the world-famous Goblin Tenors, made this necklace 
from the bottle cap, and have worn it ever since. It means 
the absolute world to me—and something that means the 
world to one person, is much rarer than something that’s 
important to everyone. Right?” 

The water dragon scratched his head with his tail as he 
thought about it. Even Brystal was confused about where 
Lucy was going with this. 

“So what do you say?” Lucy asked. “Tl give you my most 
prized possession in exchange for some discarded junk you 
found at the bottom of the ocean. You can’t beat a deal like 
that.” 

The water dragon was visibly intrigued. He looked back 
and forth between Ryder and Lucy with her bottle cap as 
he contemplated. Eventually, Goldfish made his decision 
and nodded eagerly. 

“Thanks, Lucy,” Brystal whispered. “J’m sorry you had to 
trade something so valuable.” 

“Relax, there is no Duchess of Downsouthington,” she 
whispered back. “I’m just conning a con man.” 

Goldfish took the necklace with his teeth and then rolled 
onto the beach and stretched out across the sand. The 
delegates climbed on his back, and once they were 
situated, Goldfish slithered back into the water and snaked 
across the ocean. When they were about a mile away from 
the beach, the delegates held their breath and the water 
dragon dived deep underwater. Two minutes later, Goldfish 
and the delegates surfaced in his underwater cave. The 
delegates gasped for air and looked around in amazement 
at the piles of coins, sea glass, silverware, bottles, and ship 
parts. 


“Whoa,” Lucy said with wide eyes. “Talk about an 
offshore account.” 

While the delegates searched the cave, the water dragon 
lay on his back and played with his new necklace like a cat 
with a ball of yarn. An hour later, the delegates had found 
over a hundred keys in Goldfish’s stack of miscellaneous 
sea junk. They laid all the keys out in a row to inspect 
them. Some were made of gold, others of steel, and a few 
even had jewels. 

“Well? Which one is the key to the temple?” Butternut 
asked. 

Brystal studied the pile of keys. Despite all the glittering 
ones, her eyes kept coming back to a small and rusted key. 
She picked it up and raised it for the others to see it. 

“It’s this one,” she said. 

Prince Elron grunted. “You can’t be serious,” he said. 
“There’s no way that’s the key to the most valuable vault in 
the world!” 

“If you hid all your valuables in one place, what would 
you want the key to look like?” Brystal asked him. “This key 
is the most inconspicuous and misleading—and that’s 
exactly what the sorcerers would have wanted.” 

Ryder took the key from her and examined it himself. 

“She’s right,” he said. “Look, this key is made from 
volcanic stone. Just like the temple itself.” 

Gobzella clapped her hands in celebration. “All right, we 
got ourselves a KEY!” she said. “Now all we need is a 
DOOR!” 

“How are we going to get to the Temple of Knowledge 
from here?” Spanky asked. 

Ryder winced. “I didn’t think about that part,” he said. “I 
suppose we'll have to convince Goldfish to give us a ride.” 

The delegates turned to Lucy, hoping she had another 
valuable she could negotiate with. 

“Hey, Mr. Goldfish?” Lucy called to the dragon. “Did I 
mention I have a lucky toe ring from the Duke of 


Uppereastshire?” 
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The water dragon transported the delegates across the 
Dragon Keys to the island of the Temple of Knowledge. 
Brystal could feel Goldfish getting more and more tense as 
the ancient structure came into view. Although she couldn’t 
blame the dragon. Even her stomach was tightening as 
they approached the island. And judging by the wide eyes 
and pale faces of her peers, the feeling of intimidation was 
mutual. 
Tick... Tick... Tick... Tick... 


Don’t worry.... 

You won’t be in there very long.... 

Temple or no temple... 

Challenges or no challenges... 

Eight days is all you have left.... 

But you'll be dead much sooner than that. 


Brystal tried to ignore the disturbing thoughts, but she 
had plenty of vulnerability for them to feed on. 
Tick... Tick... Tick... Tick... 


How can you possibly survive... 


The physical challenge... 
The mental challenge... 
The emotional challenge... 
Without magic? 


The closer Goldfish swam to the Temple of Knowledge, 
the louder Brystal’s pocket watch and disturbing thoughts 
became. 

Tick... Tick... Tick... Tick... 


And let’s not forget... 
If you want the Book of Sorcery... 


You'll have to face the deadliest and most 
dangerous creature ever to roam the earth.... 


What could it be if not a dragon? 
What kind of terrifying beast is waiting inside? 
I doubt yov’ll make it far enough to find out. 


When they were a few yards away from land, Goldfish 
came to an abrupt halt. The dragon rapidly arched his back 
and catapulted all seven passengers toward the beach. 
Once they hit the sand, the timid dragon dived under the 
water and didn’t return. The delegates got to their feet, 
brushed themselves off, and gazed up at the temple and the 
spewing volcano that engulfed it. 


“So this is the Temple of Knowledge, huh?” Spanky 
asked. 

“Should be called the Temple of CARNAGE!” Gobzella 
said. 

“Where’s the entrance?” Butternut asked. 

“It’s at the top of the steps,” Ryder said. 

The delegates moaned when they noticed the steps 
stretched all the way to the very top of the temple—except 
for Gobzella. The goblin excitedly rubbed her hands 
together and started stretching. 

“All right, time for some CARDIO!” she said. “Let’s get 
our blood PUMPING!” 

Gobzella’s enthusiasm made Prince Elron groan and he 
held his face in his hands. 

“T hate her,” the elf said under his breath. “I hate her so 
much.” 

The goblin led the charge and the delegates followed her 
up the endless stairs. The stone steps were chipped and 
cracked from years of exposure to the elements and they 
were covered in weeds and vines, making it difficult to 
hike. As they climbed, the sun started to rise and it helped 
the delegates see where they were going. Unfortunately, 
the sunlight also illuminated how high they were—if anyone 
slipped it would be a long tumble back to the ground. By 
the time they reached the top of the stairs, everyone in the 
group was panting and sweating profusely. 

“Please tell me that was the physical challenge,” Lucy 
wheezed. 

“I sincerely doubt it,” Brystal said. 

The stairs led to a tall archway carved into the side of 
the volcano. Underneath the arch was a massive stone door 
that towered high above their heads. The door was 
completely solid and didn’t have any handles or knobs, only 
a small keyhole. Brystal stuck the key inside the hole and 
sighed with relief when it was a perfect fit. She turned the 
key and suddenly, the whole temple began to rumble as the 


heavy stone door opened. A burst of dusty air blew out 
from inside the temple, causing all the delegates to cough. 

“If anyone wants to turn around, now is your last 
chance,” Brystal said. “Once we step inside, there’s no 
going back.” 

The delegates were visibly frightened, but they mustered 
the courage they needed and shared a confident nod. 

“There’s too much at stake to give up now,” Lucy said. 

“I couldn’t agree more,” Butternut said. “We can’t let the 
world be destroyed by fiery tyrants or tyrannical fires.” 

“Besides, we’ve come too far,” Prince Elron said. “I’m 
not climbing down those stairs.” 

“Let’s get the BOOK OF SORCERY so we can stop the 
DEVIL'S BREATH and kick some RIGHTEOUS BUTT” 
Gobzella declared. 

“And then the mole people!” Spanky said, and raised his 
fist. 

The delegates rolled their eyes at the dwarf. 

“Sure, Spanky,” Lucy said. “And then the mole people.” 

The delegates’ determination was contagious. Brystal 
felt her first spark of hope since they had left the Alchemy 
Institute. 

“All right, here we go,” she said. “No matter what 
happens in there, we have to keep moving. Too many 
people are counting on us to fail.” 

Brystal, Lucy, Ryder, Gobzella, Prince Elron, Spanky, and 
Butternut all took a deep breath and walked into the 
temple. As soon as they were inside, the heavy door closed 
behind them and sealed itself shut. At first, the delegates 
saw nothing but complete darkness. When their eyes 
adjusted, they found themselves in a dark tunnel. They saw 
light in the distance and felt heat coming from the other 
end. They clutched their weapons and cautiously walked 
toward it, keeping their eyes and ears on high alert. 

When they reached the end of the tunnel, the delegates 
discovered they were inside the island’s volcano. A long 


stone bridge stretched across an enormous lake of magma 
that violently bubbled and splashed below them. The bridge 
connected the tunnel to a round platform at the volcano’s 
core. Seven giant statues were seated on thrones around 
the platform—four sorcerers and three sorceresses. The 
statues had wrinkled faces, the men had long bushy beards, 
the women had long stringy hair, and all seven were 
dressed in hooded cloaks. The statues’ eye sockets were 
empty—as if they were watching nothing and everything at 
once. 

The delegates carefully crossed the bridge and went to 
the platform one at a time. The very center of the 
platform’s floor was covered in a large pentagram made 
from black metal. Brystal and the delegates gathered on 
top of the pentagram and noticed its star was circled by 
carvings in an ancient language. 

“What do you think it says?” Ryder asked. 

“It’s probably a warning,” Brystal said. 

Suddenly, the platform began to vibrate and the sound of 
scraping stone echoed through the volcano. The pentagram 
started sinking through the platform, taking all seven 
delegates with it. 

“It must be taking us to the first challenge,” Brystal said. 
“Everybody get ready! And be prepared for anything!” 

The delegates stood back to back as the pentagram sank 
deeper and deeper. It moved faster and faster, descending 
through the hollow platform as if it were a deep well. Stone 
walls rose around them, and the farther the pentagram 
went, the hotter the air became. A bad feeling grew in the 
pit of Brystal’s stomach when she heard sloshing beneath 
them. 

“I don’t like this!” Brystal exclaimed. “We need to get off 
this thing!” 

The delegates jumped off the pentagram and hung from 
the stone bricks on the walls. A few seconds later, Brystal’s 
intuition proved itself right. The pentagram sank into a pool 


of magma at the bottom of the well. As they looked down in 
terror, the delegates noticed the magma was slowly 
starting to rise. 

“It’s coming toward us!” Spanky shouted. 

“We have to climb!” Brystal yelled. 

While the delegates frantically scaled the walls, an 
empty doorway appeared several feet above them. 

“That must be the way out!” Ryder said. 

“This is definitely the physical challenge!” Brystal said. 
“Everyone head for the doorway!” 

Unfortunately for the delegates, the task was just getting 
started. All the stone bricks in the well started moving in 
and out of the walls! The movement happened at different 
speeds and in no particular order or pattern, making it 
impossible to predict. The delegates lost their grips and 
slipped farther and farther down the well as the magma 
rose higher and higher toward them. 

To make matters worse, the delegates heard a loud 
banging coming from above. They all looked up and gasped 
as giant stone boulders began rolling into the well! The 
boulders ricocheted toward them, smashing the bricks into 
pieces and leaving huge dents in the walls. The delegates 
had to leap and dive from brick to brick to avoid being 
crushed. 

“Seriously?” Lucy shouted. “The bricks and the magma 
weren’t challenging enough?! The sorcerers had to add 
BOULDERS to this?!” 

“Butternut! Look out!” Ryder yelled. 

The troll glanced up and saw a boulder headed straight 
for him. Butternut leaped out of its way just in time and 
jumped to the other side of the well. Tragically, when he 
reached the opposite wall, the brick he was aiming for 
suddenly retracted. There was nothing for the troll to grab 
hold of and he slid down the well. His long fingernails 
scratched the stone wall as he desperately tried to grab 
hold of something. 


“AHHHHHHH!” Butternut shrieked. 

“Butternut!” the delegates yelled. 

The troll plunged directly into the magma and never 
resurfaced. The delegates screamed as they looked down in 
horror. Sadly, they didn’t have time to mourn the fallen 
troll. The longer they were inside the well, more and more 
boulders came rolling in from above. 

“This is pointless!” Prince Elron said. “We’ll never make 
it out of here!” 

“Everyone stay CALM!” Gobzella said. “I’ve got an 
IDEA!” 

The goblin swung from brick to brick like a monkey 
swinging through trees, narrowly avoiding the boulders 
raining down around her. She moved through the well and 
scooped up each delegate, throwing them over her 
shoulder. Brystal, Lucy, Ryder, Spanky, and Prince Elron 
held on to Gobzella as she painstakingly climbed higher 
and higher. 

“No more death TODAY! No more death TODAY!” 
Gobzella repeated to herself as she went. 

Finally, the goblin reached the doorway at the top of the 
well. The delegates climbed to safety and pulled Gobzella in 
behind them. As the goblin lay down to catch her breath, 
Prince Elron leaned over to her and repeatedly kissed her 
face. 

“Gobzella, you’re our hero!” the elf declared. “I promise 
I will never make fun of your volume for as long as I live!” 

The celebratory moment was cut short when the 
delegates remembered their team was one delegate short. 
Tears filled their eyes as they stared down at the rising 
magma that had consumed the troll. 

“I can’t believe Butternut’s gone,” Lucy said. “It 
happened so fast.” 

“Lord, why’d you have to take BUTTERNUT?” Gobzella 
sniffled. “The world needed his beautiful POETRY!” 

“Farewell, friend,” Spanky said. “Just like you, your life 


was far too short.” 

The delegates had known the temple would be 
dangerous, they had known they were risking their lives by 
joining the mission, but until now, the reality hadn’t sunk 
in. Butternut’s death was likely only the first of many. 

“We have to keep moving,” Brystal said, reminding 
herself as much as the others. “The world is counting on 
us.” 





CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
— 


BAIT 


While Xanthous waited on the balcony for Elrik, he kept 


himself busy by daydreaming of their future life on the run. 
He imagined them traveling the world as they dashed from 
hiding place to hiding place, sharing exotic meals in exotic 
locations, and happily holding hands as they ran from the 
alchemists. The thoughts were so cheerful, Xanthous had to 
remind himself of the danger he was in. 

However, after waiting more than an hour for the elf 
prince to return, Xanthous’s’ giddiness turned into 
impatience. And as the second and third hour rolled by, his 
impatience evolved into full-blown worry. 

Xanthous couldn’t imagine what was taking Elrik so 
long. He leaned over the railing and looked around the 
castle grounds but didn’t see the prince or his chariot 
anywhere. As he searched, Xanthous was relieved when he 
heard the sound of footsteps coming from behind him. 

“Elrik?” he asked, and whipped around with a big smile. 
“Where have you been?” 

Unfortunately, Xanthous discovered the wrong royal. 

“Princess Elvina?” he asked. “What are you doing out 
here?” 

“My brother asked me to come and get you,” the 
princess said. “I found him loading a chariot in the stables. 
He said he was going to give you a night tour of the 
kingdom.” 

“Um... that’s right,” Xanthous said with a nervous laugh. 


“The Elf Territory is so beautiful at night I wanted to see 
everything up close.” 

Princess Elvina crossed her arms. 

“Uh-huh,” she mumbled. “Well, follow me. I’ll show you 
to the stables.” 

Xanthous was grateful nothing bad had happened to 
Elrik and was embarrassed for letting his paranoia get the 
best of him. Once again, his head was filled with daydreams 
of the future and Xanthous practically floated as he 
followed Princess Elvina through the castle. They climbed 
the curvy staircase to the first floor and then the princess 
led him down a steep flight of stairs to the lower levels of 
the castle. She escorted him down a narrow hall, where 
they entered a room that was pitch-black. 

“We’re almost there,” Princess Elvina said. 

“The stables are all the way down here?” Xanthous 
asked. 

“They’re my family’s secret stables,” she explained. “In 
case the castle is ever attacked, it gives us a quick way to 
escape. It’s just on the other side of this door—watch your 
head.” 

Although Xanthous couldn’t see the princess, he heard 
her open a door. He ducked through the tight doorway and 
had to crawl on his hands and knees to fit in the short hall 
behind it. Xanthous was only inside the hall for a couple of 
seconds before he bumped into a set of steel bars. 

“Princess Elvina?” he asked. “I think there’s something 
blocking the—” 

WHAM! The princess slammed the door behind him. 
Xanthous heard the sound of rattling chains and a lock 
being clicked shut. He tried to move to his right and left, 
but he could barely turn around. The princess had tricked 
him into some kind of metal box. 

“What’s going on?” he asked. “Where am I?” 

FFFFHT! Princess Elvina’s face was illuminated for a 
brief moment as she lit a match. She tossed the match into 


a pile of dry logs beneath Xanthous. As the flames rose 
around him, Xanthous realized he wasn’t in a hall—he was 
trapped inside a cage in the middle of a fireplace! The 
warmth of the fire turned the metal bars red-hot and it 
singed the edges of Xanthous’s white suit. 

“Elvina, what are you doing to me?” he cried. 

A malevolent grin grew across the elf princess’s face 
while she watched the fire rise higher and higher. Even as 
the cage was completely engulfed in the flames, Xanthous 
remained unharmed. 

“See, Father? I told you it was him!” Princess Elvina 
said. “I recognized him the minute he walked into the 
dining room!” 

Xanthous saw a pair of hands appear in a corner of the 
dark room. King Elvin clapped for his daughter as he slowly 
stepped out from the shadows. The king walked closer to 
the fireplace and was joined by four soldiers from the Army 
of the Dead. 

“Well done, Elvina,” the king said. “I have never been 
prouder of you. You have proven yourself far more cunning 
and capable than your brothers. You’ll make an excellent 
queen when I am gone.” 

Princess Elvina beamed victoriously. “Thank you, 
Father,” she said. 

Xanthous shook the bars of his cage but they didn’t 
budge. 

“Where’s Elrik?!” he exclaimed. “What have you done to 
him?!” 

“I’m afraid you’ll never see my son again,” King Elvin 
said. “You see, lying to the king comes with severe 
consequences—especially for a prince. By the time Elrik 
has served his sentence, you'll be long gone.” 

“If you’re turning me in, then where are the alchemists?” 
Xanthous asked. “Why are those soldiers here?” 

“The Righteous Emperor made me an offer I couldn’t 
refuse,” King Elvin said. “In exchange for you, he promised 


to spare the Elf Territory from invasion.” 

“But why?” Xanthous gasped. “What does Seven want 
with me?” 

“I don’t care what his reasons are—I have a territory to 
protect,” King Elvin said. “The Righteous Emperor’s army 
is impossible to defeat. Regardless of what the Fairy 
Godmother believes, it’s only a matter of time before he 
annihilates everything standing in his way. Turning you 
over to him is the only way I can guarantee the elves’ 
safety.” 

“He’s lying to you!” Xanthous shouted. “You can’t trust 
the emperor! He’s going to betray you just like he betrays 
everyone else! You have to let me out!” 

“Tm sorry, son, but I have no choice,” King Elvin said, 
and then he gave the dead soldiers a nod. “Take him away.” 
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Dr. States and the alchemists had been searching for two 
whole days and still hadn’t found a trace of Xanthous 
Hayfield anywhere. However, as dawn broke on the 
morning of the third day, the alchemists thought their luck 
was about to change. While their bronze carriage flew 
through the northwestern sky of the Righteous Empire, 
they spotted a trail of smoke billowing in the distance. 

The alchemists steered the Magbirds in the direction of 
the smoke and landed beside a small brush fire in the 
foothills. Strangely, instead of finding Xanthous Hayfield at 
the scene, they discovered the Righteous Emperor himself, 
holding a lit torch. He was there with his High Commander 
and a fleet of his dead soldiers. 

“Gentlemen, it’s good to see you again,” Seven said. 

“What is the meaning of this?” Dr. States asked. 

“Forgive the theatrics, I have good news and didn’t know 


how else to get your attention,” Seven said. 

“Did you find Mr. Hayfield’s location?” Dr. States asked. 

“Even better,” Seven teased. “Xanthous Hayfield has 
been captured, bound, and disarmed by a Muter Medal. 
He’s in my custody as we speak.” 

The alchemists looked at one another and sighed with 
relief. 

“That is wonderful news!” Dr. States said. “Great work, 
Your Majesty! Tell us where he is and we'll head there 
immediately.” 

The emperor scrunched his nose and shook his head as 
he considered. 

“Actually, I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Seven said. 

“What are you talking about?” Dr. States asked. “We 
have to eliminate him as soon as possible!” 

“But like you said, Xanthous Hayfield is very powerful,” 
Seven said. “I don’t think it’s wise or responsible to 
perform his execution in my Empire. What if something 
went wrong? If one of my citizens was injured in the 
process, well, I’d never forgive myself.” 

It had been so long since the emperor felt empathy for 
anyone but himself, he had to remind himself which face 
muscles to use. 

“Your Majesty, we are more than capable of handling 
this,” Dr. Steam said. 

“If it makes you more comfortable, we can transport the 
boy back to the institute and perform the elimination 
there,” Dr. Stag said. 

“And risk him escaping midflight? No, no, no—that 
wouldn’t be very smart either,” Seven said, and he sighed 
dramatically. “If only there was a way to bring the institute 
closer to the Righteous Empire. That way, I could hand Mr. 
Hayfield over safely without putting my people or my 
kingdom in jeopardy.” 

The alchemists shared a patronizing laugh at the 
emperor’s expense. 


“The Alchemy Institute can go wherever we tell it to,” 
Dr. Storm boasted. “It sits on a foundation of clouds— 
clouds that can travel anywhere in the world.” 

Seven put a hand over his chest and dropped his jaw, 
pretending to be amazed. 

“It can?” he exclaimed. “My, my, my—you scientists are 
full of surprises! Well, that solves everything, doesn’t it?” 

Dr. States gave the emperor a peculiar glare, as if he had 
caught a foul stench. 

“Unfortunately, moving the institute comes with its own 
set of risks,” he said. “We wouldn’t want to spoil the 
institute’s secrecy by exposing it to your people.” 

The emperor waved off the concern like it was a 
harmless fly. 

“Oh, there’s no need to worry about that,” he insisted. 
“My Empire is under a very strict curfew. All the citizens 
are required to be indoors by sundown. If you bring the 
Alchemy Institute to the Righteous Palace after dark—let’s 
say midnight tonight—no one will ever know you were 
there.” 

The alchemists scrunched their brows and scratched 
their foreheads as they considered the emperor’s proposal. 
It seemed like Seven was making the situation more 
complicated than necessary, but they would do anything to 
get their hands on the boy. 

“Very well, Your Majesty,” Dr. States said. “We will bring 
the Alchemy Institute to the Righteous Palace tonight at 
midnight.” 

“Terrific,” Seven said. “I will sleep much easier once this 
nightmare is behind us.” 

After the decision was reached, the alchemists returned 
to their bronze carriage. The Magbirds carried the 
scientists into the sky and the emperor waved as they 
disappeared over the southern horizon. When the 
alchemists were out of sight, the emperor’s friendly smile 
turned into a cunning smirk. 


“What do you think, High Commander?” Seven said. 
“Was I convincing?” 

“Without question, my lord,” the High Commander said. 
“You acted like an absolute idiot. The alchemists aren’t 
expecting a thing.” 

“Good,” Seven sneered. “I’m counting on it.” 





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
ee 


THe RIDDLE oF Four Doors 


After their narrow escape, the delegates finally 


understood why no one had survived the Temple of 
Knowledge before, and they were starting to doubt their 
fate would be any different. Their arms and shoulders were 
aching horribly from climbing the stone bricks, their palms 
and knuckles were covered in scrapes and blisters, and 
their fingernails were filled with blood. Gobzella had pulled 
every muscle in her body while helping the others to safety. 
The goblin was so sore she could barely walk and used 
Spanky as a living crutch. It was a miracle the delegates 
were still standing let alone moving at all, but the party 
kept going, taking one determined step at a time, ready to 
face whatever obstacle was next. 

The doorway at the top of the physical challenge led to a 
long and dark corridor. As the delegates walked inside, 
torches mounted to the walls were magically lit as they 
passed them. The longer they walked, the deeper the 
corridor slanted, and the air began to cool. The delegates 
assumed they had traveled beyond the island’s volcano and 
were somewhere below the ocean. 

Eventually, they reached the end of the corridor and 
discovered a wide chamber. The chamber was completely 
empty except for four identical doors on the far wall. The 
doors were cracked open and a faint pale light shone out 
from whatever was behind them. A single plaque was 
bolted to the wall above the doors and carved with a 


message written in the same ancient language they saw 
before. 

“This doesn’t seem fair,” Lucy said. “How are we 
supposed to know what the plaque says?” 

“You should file a complaint,” Prince Elron scoffed. 

Suddenly, as if the plaque was listening to Lucy, all the 
letters started rearranging themselves into a language the 
delegates could understand. They gathered in a tight clump 
below it to read the inscribed message: 

Fach door leads to A DIFFERENT PATH. 
Fach path leads to THE SAME DESTINATION. 
The path behind door one is the quickest. 
The path behind door two is the shortest. 
The path behind door three is the slowest. 
The path behind door four is the longest. 
Choose wisely. 

Once a door shuts, it will not reopen. 

The delegates stared at the plaque with the same 
crestfallen expression. They read the message over and 
over again, but none of them understood what it meant. 

“Are those supposed to be directions?” Spanky asked. 

“No, it’s a riddle,” Brystal said. “This must be the mental 
challenge.” 

“Why do riddles always have to be so PASSIVE 
AGGRESSIVE!” Gobzella said. 

“It seems pretty simple to me,” Ryder said. “If each door 
leads to the same destination, then it’s letting us pick our 
route to the next challenge.” 

“That’s too easy—there’s got to be a catch,” Brystal said. 
“Riddles choose their words very carefully, and they’re 
designed to be misleading. It doesn’t say each door leads to 
the next challenge, it says each door leads to the same 
destination. So what's a destination that we'll all reach even 
if we don’t choose the right door?” 

All the delegates went silent as they contemplated the 
question. Suddenly, their train of thought was interrupted 


when Prince Elron bolted for the first door. 

“Your HIGHNESS? What are you DOING?” Gobzella said. 

“I’m picking the quickest path!” the elf called. 

“But we haven’t solved the riddle yet!” Spanky said. 

Prince Elron froze in the doorway of the first door. He 
looked over his shoulder with a scheming smile. 

“I’m not here to help you stop the Righteous Empire or 
the Devil’s Breath,” he confessed. “My father sent me to 
this temple to retrieve the Book of Sorcery for the e/ves— 
and if | survive, he promised to name me as the heir to his 
throne! And once we have the book in our possession, the 
Elf Territory will become the mightiest nation the world has 
ever known!” 

“You shady little tree parasite!” Lucy shouted. 

“You’ve been lying to us this whole TIME?!” Gobzella 
asked. 

The delegates charged toward the elf, but Brystal held 
out her hand to stop them. 

“Elron, wait!” she pleaded. “I understand your desire to 
prove yourself to your father—believe me! | spent my whole 
childhood desperate for my father’s approval, too! But that 
door is not the way forward! The riddle is trying to trick you! 
And no matter what you do here, it doesn’t guarantee your 
father’s respect! Some people can’t be pleased no matter 
how hard we try!” 

Prince Elron looked to the floor for a moment while he 
considered Brystal’s words, but a conniving grin quickly 
returned to his face. 

“Nice try,” he said. “I’m sorry, Fairy Godmother, but this 
is where your journey ends and mine finally begins!” 

Prince Elron stepped through the first door and slammed 
it shut behind him. As soon as the door was closed, it 
dissolved into the wall and disappeared from sight. The 
delegates could hear the elf’s footsteps behind the wall as 
he raced farther into the temple. 

“Elron, come back! It isn’t safe!” Brystal yelled. 


“I'll tell the world you all died noble deaths!” Prince Elron 
called to them. “Your memories will be cherished for— 
AHHHHHHHHHH!” 

Suddenly, the chamber began to rattle with the power of 
a massive earthquake. A thunderous noise boomed from 
behind the wall as an avalanche of giant stones crushed the 
elf. Prince Elron’s screams grew louder and louder, until 
finally, there was dead silence. The delegates gazed at one 
another with large, horrified eyes. 

“Wrong door,” Lucy said. 

“Tragically, Prince Elron just solved the riddle for us,” 
Brystal said. “The destination isn’t the next challenge—it’s 
death. That’s the one destination everyone reaches 
regardless of the choices they make.” 

“Elron chose the door with the quickest path, so he had a 
quick demise,” Ryder thought aloud. “So now we have to 
figure out if the shortest, the slowest, or the longest path 
leads to the next challenge.” 

“What’s the difference between a QUICK death and a 
SHORT death?” Gobzella asked. 

“Height,” Spanky said, and nodded with conviction. “I bet 
there are razors behind door two that will slice us all in half! 
And Gobzella into thirds!” 

“Then it’s between door number three and four,” Ryder 
said. “But what’s the difference between a s/ow death and a 
long death? Aren’t they the same thing?” 

Brystal went quiet and paced in front of the doors as she 
thought about it. 

“When I think of the word slow, | think of time,” she said. 
“But when I think of the word /ong, | think of /ength. Last 
year, when I was in the realm between life and death, all the 
clocks on the trees were spinning at different soeeds—” 

Ryder did a double take. “Sorry—did you just say realm 
between life and death?” 

“We'll explain later—just focus,” Lucy told him. “Keep 
going, Brystal.” 


“Mistress Mara said the clocks moved at different speeds 
because people experience time differently,” Brystal went 
on. “Time is re/ative, but length is not—length is a 
measurement and measurements by definition are exact. 
And technically, we all start to die from the moment we’re 
born—therefore, life and death could be perceived as the 
same thing. So if we want to survive this challenge, we 
would want the option that gives us a /ong death!” 

The delegates stared at her like she was speaking a 
different language. 

“I’m saying we should pick the fourth door,” Brystal 
Clarified. 

“Great, we’ve got ourselves a DOOR!” Gobzella cheered. 

The delegates were confident in Brystal’s decision and 
they headed for the fourth door. However, Spanky stayed 
put, scratching his beard as he thought about Brystal’s 
analysis. 

“Hold on,” the dwarf said. “I understand what the Fairy 
Godmother is saying, but her theory depends entirely on the 
translation. What if slow and long or quick and short aren't 
synonyms in the ancient language? What if the translation is 
purposely trying to mislead us?” 

The delegates collectively moaned and started pulling out 
their hair. They were so confused it gave them headaches. 

“This mental challenge is going to drive me INSANE!” 
Gobzella said. 

“I’m starting to think Prince Elron picked the right door!” 
Lucy said. 

Ryder calmly raised his hands to get everyone’s 
attention. 

“I think we’re making this more complicated than we 
need to,” he said. “Even if the translation was flawless, 
there’s no guarantee the riddle is honest. But there are 
three doors left and five of us. The most logical thing to do 
is split up—that way, at least one of us will make it to the 
next challenge.” 


The delegates gazed at one another, hoping someone 
would suggest a better option, but splitting up made the 
most sense. 

“I Suppose dragon boy is right,” Lucy said. “Gosh, if only 
we had magic to point us in the right direction.” 

Brystal’s posture suddenly straightened—Lucy had 
unintentionally given her an idea. 

“Actually, | have something that might point us in the 
wrong direction,” she said. 

“Come again?” Lucy asked. 

“Everyone just be quiet for a minute—I’ve got a plan,” 
Brystal said. “It’s absolutely crazy—but maybe we need to 
be a little menta/to beat the mental challenge.” 

She removed the silver watch from her pocket and held it 
close to her ear. Tick... Tick... Tick... Tick... The daunting 
sound instantly sent a wave of anxiety through Brystal’s 
core. Tick... Tick... Tick... Tick... She stayed as still and silent 
as possible, hoping her plan would do the trick. Tick... Tick... 
Tick... Tick... 


Decisions, decisions, decisions... 


You'll go mad long before you make the right 
choice.... 


The sorcerers knew exactly what they were 
doing.... 


They didn’t want anyone to actually survive the 
temple.... 


None of these doors leads to the next 
challenge.... 


Death is waiting behind each of them. 


For the first time since the curse began, Brystal was 
thankful when the disturbing thoughts resurfaced. She stood 
in front of the second door and concentrated on what they 
had to say. 


Ah... 

The shortest death... 

The wisest choice in my opinion... 
Guaranteed to be the least painful.... 
Why suffer more than necessary? 
Choose the second door. 


Brystal made a mental note of that and moved on to the 
third door. 


Ah... 
The slowest death... 
By far the most excruciating... 


But more time to watch your life “flash” before 
your eyes... 


And you'll always be remembered as a 
martyr... 


Choose the third door. 


Brystal took another mental note and then stood in front 
of the fourth and final door. 


Ah... 

The longest death... 

Not something | would recommend.... 
If | were you, I’d get death over with.... 
Why wait? 

Pick another door. 


A big smile grew across Brystal’s face and she happily 
tucked the watch back into her pocket. 

“| was right—we should take the fourth door,” she told 
the others. 

“How do you know?” Lucy asked. 

“The curse wants me to take the second or third door— 
and it would never lead me in the right direction,” Brystal 
said. 

“Holy reverse psychology!” Lucy exclaimed. 

Ryder did another double take. “Sorry—did you just say 
curse?” he asked. 

“The last two years have been wild,” Lucy told him. “We'll 
give you the bullet points another time. Let’s keep this party 


moving.” 

The delegates followed Brystal as she confidently 
stepped through the fourth door. Once they were all on the 
other side, the door shut behind them and dissolved into the 
wall. The delegates’ hearts were racing as they waited for 
something dangerous to happen. After a few moments of 
terror, a row of mounted torches began to ignite on a wall 
beside them, illuminating a second corridor that led even 
deeper into the temple. Brystal had made the right decision. 

“Great work, Fairy Godmother!” Spanky congratulated 
her. 

“Two challenges down, one to go!” Ryder said. 

“And don’t forget we have to face the deadliest and most 
dangerous creature to ever L/VE!” Gobzella said. 

Brystal let out a nervous sigh. “Trust me, / didn’t.” 





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
—— = 


THe [MMORTAL AGENDA 


k was the early hours of the morning and all was quiet in 


the Eastern Palace. Princess Proxima was wide awake and 
impatiently pacing the hallway outside Queen Endustria’s 
chambers. The princess’s footsteps were soft but her heart 
couldn’t have been heavier. Shortly after she and her 
grandmother returned from the Conference of Kings, the 
queen fell gravely ill and hadn’t left her bed since. 
Although the doctors couldn’t figure out what was causing 
the illness, Queen Endustria was so weak she could barely 
raise her head off her pillow. 

Given Queen Endustria’s age, her ailing condition wasn’t 
a surprise. Princess Proxima had been preparing for this 
moment for years, but still, the thought of losing her 
grandmother was just as unbearable today as it had always 
been. She couldn’t imagine life without the queen’s wise 
and compassionate guidance. Part of Proxima had always 
hoped her grandmother would live forever, so she would be 
spared the grief of losing her. 

The door to the queen’s chambers opened and the royal 
physician quietly stepped into the hall with a somber face. 

“How is she?” Princess Proxima asked. 

“She’s comfortable, but I’ve done all I can,” the doctor 
said. “It won’t be long.” 

Princess Proxima burst into tears and turned the other 
way so the doctor wouldn’t see her crying. However, the 
princess quickly forced herself to suppress the sadness. 


Soon she would be the new queen and the entire kingdom 
would be looking to her for guidance. 

“Is she awake?” the princess asked. 

The doctor nodded. “If there’s anything you'd like to say 
to her, now is the time.” 

Proxima entered her grandmother’s chambers and 
gently shut the door behind her. All the furniture in the 
spacious bedroom was made from the Eastern Kingdom’s 
prized metals, from the queen’s copper vanity to the steel 
frame of her large bed. The room was also decorated in 
portraits of past rulers dating back hundreds and hundreds 
of years, including Queen Immortalia, the very first woman 
to sit on the Eastern Kingdom’s throne. The kingdom had 
been ruled by women ever since, and just like Queen 
Endustria and Princess Proxima, their ancestors all shared 
an uncanny family resemblance. 

“Proxima, is that you?” 

Queen Endustria’s voice was so weak it was barely a 
whisper. 

“Yes, Grandmother—I’m here.” 

Proxima rushed to the queen’s side and held her 
grandmother’s cold hand. Endustria’s long white hair 
covered her pillow like a silver halo shining around her frail 
head. Although there wasn’t much life behind the queen’s 
tired eyes, she beamed at her granddaughter with enough 
affection to illuminate a cave. 

“Tm afraid this is the end,” Endustria wheezed. 

“You’ve lived a long and wonderful life,” Proxima said. 
“You are the most extraordinary grandmother in the world 
and your reign will go down in history as the Eastern 
Kingdom’s most prosperous era. You’ve earned your rest.” 

“I am so proud of you, Proxima,” she said. “It’s been a 
privilege watching you grow into the woman you are now. 
Of all the things I’ve accomplished in my long life, you are 
my greatest success.” 

The princess held the queen’s hand against her face as 


tears streamed down her cheeks. 

“I love you so much, Grandmother,” she cried. 
“Everything I am and everything I have is because of you. 
You’ve raised me well and I promise to take good care of 
the kingdom when you’re gone.” 

Queen Endustria let out a long, anguished sigh. 

“Yes... about the kingdom,” she said. “Before we part, 
there is something I must confess... A deep family secret 
that I have kept from you.... It pains me greatly to burden 
you with it now, but I’ll rest much easier after I tell you.... 
You deserve to know the truth....” 

Proxima tilted her head with curiosity. 

“The truth about what, Grandmother?” she asked. 

Queen Endustria pointed to a steel liquor bar in the 
corner of her room. 

“You'll want a drink for this,” she said. “A strong one.” 

The princess’s grief was immediately replaced with 
concern. She and her grandmother had always had a very 
open relationship—she couldn’t imagine the queen keeping 
any secrets from her, let alone one she needed to confess 
on her deathbed. Proxima went to the bar and poured 
herself a generous amount of whiskey. She took a sip and 
then sat in the chair beside her grandmother’s bed. 

“All right, I’m ready,” Proxima said. “What’s the secret?” 

“It’s about your thirteenth-great-grandmother, Queen 
Immortalia,” she said. “What do you know about her?” 

Proxima shrugged. “Just what the history books tell us,” 
she said. “I know she inherited the throne when she was 
about my age and became the first woman to rule the 
Eastern Kingdom.” 

Queen Endustria slowly shook her head. 

“Immortalia wasn’t thirty when she became queen—she 
was well over three hundred.” 

The princess looked at her grandmother with pity and 
checked her temperature—obviously the illness had started 
to affect her brain. 


“Grandmother, you aren’t feeling well and your mind is 
confused,” she said. 

Queen Endustria suddenly grabbed Proxima’s wrist and 
pulled her in close. The old woman glared at her 
granddaughter with the most serious expression the 
princess had ever seen. 

“Have I ever lied to you before?” the queen asked. 

“Never,” the princess said. 

“Then why on earth would I start now?” 

Proxima didn’t know what to say. Her grandmother 
might have been dying, but there wasn’t an ounce of 
dishonesty or uncertainty in her weak gaze. The princess’s 
concern skyrocketed and she took a big gulp of her 
whiskey. 

“Go on, then,’ 
three hundred?” 

“Before I tell you, I have to ask you a question,” Queen 
Endustria said. “Do you remember the stories I used to tell 
you when you were a little girl? In particular, the story 
about the Daughter of Death?” 

“Vaguely,” Proxima said. 

“Tell me what you remember,” the queen said. “Please— 
it’s important.” 

Proxima did her best to recall the story, but it had been 
decades since she last heard it. 

“In the beginning of time Death gave every person on 
earth a hundred years to live,” the princess said. “He 
thought a century was plenty of time, but human beings 
always mourned after their loved ones perished, and they 
always wished for more life. To help him understand their 
pain, Death sent his only daughter to the world of the 
living. The separation made Death experience grief for the 
first time. Unfortunately, his daughter liked the world of the 
living so much, she learned to avoid her father and live 
forever. So Death invented disease and injury to cut 
people’s lives short, hoping it would help him find his 
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she said. “How did Immortalia live to be 


daughter. But the two never reunited, and Death has been 
searching for his daughter ever since.” 

“Good memory,” Queen Endustria said. “Now, what 
about the Demon King? Do you remember that story, too?” 

Proxima had to concentrate harder to remember that 
one. 

“I believe so,” she said. “According to legend, there is a 
civilization of demons that lives in the center of the earth. 
The demons look like humans, but their bodies are made 
entirely of flames and they live in a world of chaos and fire. 
In ancient times, the Demon King led his people to the 
surface in an attempt to take over the planet. But luckily, 
the king was defeated by a group of very powerful 
sorcerers. The sorcerers imprisoned the demons in the 
center of the earth, but just in case the demons escaped 
and resurfaced, the sorcerers created a spell to control 
them. However, there’s a prophecy that one day a new 
Demon King will be born among mankind. And when the 
new king accepts his role and takes his throne, the demons 
will no longer be vulnerable to the sorcerers’ spell.” 

“Very impressive,” Queen Endustria said. “You were 
paying attention.” 

“Grandmother, what do these stories have to do with 
Queen Immortalia?” Proxima asked. 

Her grandmother paused for a moment, mustering the 
little energy she had left. 

“Immortalia is from the times of demons and sorcerers,” 
Queen Endustria said. “She was born into slavery and 
spent her early life being bought, sold, and traded from 
master to master. Understandably, Immortalia developed a 
hatred for mankind and dreamed of seeking revenge—not 
just on her captors, but on the whole world. Eventually, she 
was sold to a powerful group of sorcerers—the same 
sorcerers that defeated the King of Demons. While 
Immortalia was under their control, the sorcerers 
combined all their most powerful spells into a single 


manuscript they called the Book of Sorcery—including the 
spell that controlled the demons. They hid the book in a 
vault with their most prized possessions and then forced 
their slaves to build a magnificent temple around the vault 
to protect it. Immortalia knew if she got her hands on the 
Book of Sorcery, there would be nothing to stop her from 
destroying the world. But the temple was incredibly 
dangerous—the sorcerers designed a series of challenges 
to complete before reaching the vault—and if Immortalia 
was going to survive, she needed help.” 

The princess moved to the edge of her seat. 

“From who?” she asked. 

“Death,” the queen said. “Immortalia escaped the 
sorcerers by jumping into the heart of a fiery volcano. 
When she crossed into the realm between life and death, 
Immortalia begged Death to let her live so she could seek 
revenge on the world. When Death refused, Immortalia 
made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. She told Death about 
the Book of Sorcery and claimed it contained an elimination 
spell that was capable of destroying anything. In exchange 
for eternal life, she promised Death she would retrieve the 
Book of Sorcery and use the elimination spell on his 
daughter, so they would be reunited at last.” 

“And Death agreed to this?” Proxima asked. 

“Like a desperate fool,” Queen Endustria said. “And so 
Death gave Immortalia the gift of immortality—a term he 
coined after her namesake. Immortalia spent her first two 
centuries inside the temple, repeating each of the 
Challenges thousands and thousands of times until she 
reached the vault. By the time she got her hands on the 
Book of Sorcery, the sorcerers were long gone and the 
world had drastically changed, but Immortalia’s thirst for 
carnage was stronger than ever. She decided to abandon 
her promise to Death and focus solely on gaining control of 
the demons.” 

“Did she manage it?” Proxima asked. 


“There was only one problem,” Queen Endustria said. 
“In order to control the demons, Immortalia had to free 
them first. The sorcerers had sealed the entrance to the 
demons’ world with a mighty gate. And finding the gate 
wasn’t a challenge Immortalia could complete on her own— 
she would need the resources of a queen. So Immortalia 
spent the next century seducing and marrying men of 
nobility, slowly working her way up the social ladder that 
would eventually make her queen. Once she was on the 
throne, she spent the next two hundred years forcing 
prisoners to dig long tunnels under the earth in search of 
the demons’ gate.” 

“But how could she have lived so long without being 
discovered? Surely someone must have noticed a queen 
who wasn’t aging?” Proxima asked. 

“Naturally, but Immortalia knew exactly how to shield 
her immortality,” Queen Endustria said. “Over the years, 
she had many daughters and granddaughters. As her 
descendants grew older, Immortalia had to wear disguises 
to give the illusion that she was getting older, too. 
Whenever she reached an age that was suspiciously old, 
Immortalia would kill one of her descendants and take their 
identity.” 

Proxima turned to the portraits on the wall and 
shuddered. Until now, she had never questioned her 
ancestors’ remarkable family resemblance—but it suddenly 
made sense why all the queens looked so similar. 

“You mean, Immortalia has been queen more than 
once?” she said. 

“Oh yes...,” her grandmother said. “Many, many, many 
times.” 

The discovery made the princess feel ill and she clutched 
her stomach. 

“How was Immortalia stopped?” she asked. 

A twinkle appeared in Queen Endustria’s eyes and her 
wrinkled lips stretched into a sly grin. The old woman sat 


up in her bed with the ease of a young woman. 

“She wasn’t stopped,” she said. 

“Wait... Immortalia is still alive?” Proxima asked. 

“Alive and well,” Queen Endustria said. “And after 
centuries of searching, she finally found the demons’ gate 
and set them free. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be wise for 
Immortalia to reveal herself until all her enemies are 
defeated. If she wants to conquer the world, she’ll have to 
perform identity theft one more time.” 

Suddenly, the pain in Proxima’s stomach surpassed any 
cramps she had experienced before. Her whiskey glass 
slipped from her grip and shattered across the floor. The 
princess dropped to her knees, wrapped her arms around 
her torso, and moaned in agony. 

“It’s... it’s... It’s you!” the princess gasped. “You're 
Immortalia!” 

Immortalia’s grin grew into a full smile as she watched 
Proxima struggle. 

“Tm so glad to get that off my chest,” she said. “Of all 
the descendants I’ve killed over the years, you were by far 
my favorite. I didn’t want there to be any lies between us 
before you died.” 

“You... you... you poisoned me!” Proxima coughed. 

“Please tell Death I said hello—he won’t be seeing me 
anytime soon,” Immortalia said. 

Proxima’s eyes fluttered shut and she collapsed on top of 
the broken glass. Once the princess stopped breathing, 
Immortalia cracked her neck and leisurely stretched out in 
bed. 

“What a relief,” she said. “This disguise was getting 
insufferable.” 

Immortalia removed the wrinkled mask, gray wig, and 
pair of liver-spotted gloves that had made her look like the 
elderly Queen Endustria. She then hopped out of bed and 
placed the disguise on Proxima. She also switched clothes 
with the princess, and then heaved her dead body into the 


bed. In a matter of minutes, the women had flawlessly 
traded identities. 

A knock came from the inside of a wall that was painted 
with a colorful mural. 

“Ma’am, have you finished?” asked a gruff voice. 

“Yes, come in,” Immortalia said. 

A secret door slid open and a man covered in dirt 
stepped inside the room. His sunken eyes grew wide at the 
sight of the dead princess and he lowered his head in 
respect. 

“Don’t look surprised,” Immortalia said. “You’ve known 
this was coming since she was born. Have all the prisoners 
been buried?” 

“Yes, ma’am,” the man said. “You and I are the only 
people left alive who know about the gate.” 

“Excellent,” Immortalia said. “Then the time has finally 
come.” 

The Immortal walked to an iron desk in the corner of the 
chambers. She twisted and pulled the drawer’s knobs in a 
particular order and a secret shelf popped out from the 
side of the desk. The shelf contained a single book with a 
decrepit leather cover and worn parchment pages. The 
cover was designed with several majestic symbols, 
including the earth, the sun, and the moon to represent the 
times of day. A rock, a breeze, a raindrop, and a flame to 
represent the elements of earth, wind, water, and fire. 
There was also a blossom, a green leaf, an autumn leaf, and 
a snowflake to represent spring, summer, fall, and winter. 
Immortalia stroked the book as if it was a beloved pet she 
had been reunited with. 

“Ma’am, what about me?” the man asked. “Am I free to 
go?” 

Immortalia eyed the man with a mischievous smile. 

“Of course you are,” she said. “After a lifetime of service, 
you’ve earned a vacation. But do me one last favor before 
you go?” 
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“What sort of favor, ma’am?” he asked. 

“Let’s toast to our success,” she said. 

Immortalia poured two glasses of the poisoned whiskey. 

“To summoning demons,” the man said, and raised his 
glass. 

“To summoning demons,” she said. “God knows I’ve 
waited long enough.” 





CHAPTER NINETEEN 
-0 


THE BLESSING OF A CURSE 


Deep within the Temple of Knowledge, Brystal and the 


delegates cautiously walked down the corridor that led to 
the next challenge. At the end of the corridor, the group 
found a square chamber that was the size of a ballroom. At 
the very end of the room, a flight of stone steps led to a 
pair of double doors that were bound shut by thick chains 
and a steel lock. A giant glass heart hovered in the air 
above their heads. The heart was hollow and contained a 
golden key that was so bright it illuminated the entire 
room. Five trails of white smoke orbited the glass heart like 
the ghosts of shooting stars. 

“Judging by the big heart, this must be the emotional 
challenge,” Lucy said. 

“I’m guessing those double doors are the way out of 
here,” Ryder speculated. 

“I wonder how we’re supposed to get the key,” Spanky 
said. 

“This looks like a job fora DWARF!” Gobzella exclaimed. 
“Go get it, SPANKY!” 

Before the dwarf knew what was happening, the goblin 
grabbed him by the waist and launched him into the air. 
Spanky tried to grab the glass heart but his hands went 
right through it as if the heart and the key were made of 
air. Gobzella caught the dwarf on his way down. 

“It’s no use—the heart and the key aren’t solid,” Spanky 
said. “How can we unlock a door without a real key?” 


“T bet they’re more symbolic than physical,” Brystal said. 
“Remember, this is the emotional challenge—it won’t be 
like the other challenges. It’s going to test our sentiments 
and our character, it could torment us with fear and 
existential questions, or try to attack our confidence and 
squash our belief systems.” 

“Reminds me of a director I worked with,” Lucy said 
with a laugh. 

“So how does the challenge start?” Ryder asked. 

The delegates stood directly below the heart for a few 
minutes and waited for something to happen, but nothing 
changed. They looked around the chamber for a sign or a 
plaque with instructions, but they didn’t find anything that 
explained the challenge. 

“Check out the floor,” Spanky said. “You think those 
mean something?” 

The dwarf pointed to the floor and the delegates 
discovered five black tiles engraved with footprints. The 
tiles were evenly spaced in a big circle around the room, 
like the numbers of a clock. 

“That’s interesting. There are five sets of footprints and 
five of us,” Ryder noted. 

“The temple must know there are five of us left,” Brystal 
said. “I bet the challenge will begin as soon as we each 
stand on a tile.” 

“Well, here goes nothing,” Lucy said. 

Each of the delegates stood on a tile, placing their feet 
over the engraved footprints. Once they were all in 
position, the tiles sank a few inches into the floor like the 
buttons of a machine. CLANK! Suddenly, four metal cages 
dropped from the ceiling. The cages trapped Lucy, Ryder, 
Spanky, and Gobzella where they stood—but strangely, a 
cage didn’t fall over Brystal. The delegates looked toward 
the ceiling, expecting another cage to drop at any moment, 
but a fifth never appeared. 

As they gazed upward, the five trails of white smoke 


were released from orbiting the glass heart. The trails 
zoomed through the chamber, bouncing off the walls and 
ceiling, and eventually landed inside the delegates’ cages. 
The white smoke grew into different shapes and 
silhouettes, it gained color and texture, and soon 
apparitions of people and creatures appeared. 

Ryder was astonished when a handsome man in a blue 
sailor uniform manifested before him. 

“Father?” he asked in disbelief. “Is that you?” 

“Hello, son,” the sailor said. 

Ryder went as pale as a ghost. He had never seen his 
father before, but the man wasn’t hard to recognize. The 
two shared so many similar features—the same eyes, nose, 
and jawline—it was like Ryder was looking at an older 
version of himself. 

“Wait... you know who I am?” he asked. 

“Tve known about you since you were born,” his father 
said. “Your mother wrote to me and told me she gave birth 
to a son.” 

“Then why haven’t you tried to contact me? Why haven’t 
you come to visit?” 

The sailor laughed. “Oh please—you think I want a 
disappointment like you in my life?” 

“Disappointment?” Ryder asked. 

“What kind of man devotes his life to a dying breed of 
monsters?” the sailor asked, and scowled with disgust. 
“You and your mother lead pathetic and pointless 
existences—I’m ashamed to call you a son.” 

Ryder was shocked by his father’s cruel words and didn’t 
know what to say. 

Inside Lucy’s cage, the second smoke trail materialized 
into a man and a woman. The man had a tall top hat and a 
gold earring in his left ear. The woman had several beaded 
necklaces and a scarf over her head. The couple also wore 
theatrical makeup as if they had just stepped off a stage. 

“Mom? Dad?” Lucy asked. “What are you doing here?” 


“Hello, Lucy,” Mr. Goose said. “It’s been a long time.” 
“Not long enough, if you ask me,” Mrs. Goose sneered. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Lucy asked. 

“Haven’t you heard?” Mr. Goose asked. “The Goose 
Troupe is the most popular band in the world! We’ve been 
performing to sold-out crowds every night in the biggest 
venues around the globe!” 

“That’s wonderful!” Lucy said. “Maybe I could join you 
for a reunion show?” 

“Oh sweetie,” Mrs. Goose said with a patronizing laugh. 
“Why do you think we’re so successful now? People are 
coming in droves to see us perform because you’re not in 
the band anymore. We should have kicked you out years 
ago!” 

Lucy shook her head in disbelief. 

“You... you... you aren’t serious,” she said. 

“Let’s face it, you were a horrible tambourine player,” 
Mr. Goose said. “Your mother and I couldn’t wait to get rid 
of you. We’re lucky we found the perfect excuse.” 

Lucy’s eyes welled with tears and her bottom lip 
quivered. 

“No... no... that’s not true!” she said. “You sent me to 
live with the fairies because you loved me.... You wanted 
me to be with people who understood me.... You wanted 
Madame Weatherberry to help me develop my magic!” 

Mr. and Mrs. Goose looked at each other and howled 
with laughter. 

“Sure, Lucy,” Mrs. Goose said. “Keep telling yourself 
that.” 

In Gobzella’s cage, the third smoke trail transformed 
into four rambunctious goblin boys. They had insidious 
grins and devious twinkles in their eyes as they bounced 
around Gobzella and climbed up the walls of her cage. 

“I don’t believe it—it’s the boys from SCHOOL!” 
Gobzella exclaimed. “I haven’t seen them since I was a 
GOBLING!” 


“A gobling?” The first boy laughed. “Did you hear that, 
fellas?” 

“Gobzella thinks she was a gobling!” said the second boy. 

“Impossible,” said the third boy. “That implies she was 
small.” 

“Gobzella has never been small!” The fourth boy 
laughed. “Well, small for a hippo, maybe!” 

The boys chuckled like a pack of banshees and their 
laughter echoed throughout the chamber. Gobzella’s face 
flushed, turning a dark shade of green, and her thin nostrils 
flared. 

“How DARE you!” she told them. “You can’t speak to me 
like THAT anymore! I’m GROWN now!” 

“Oh, no arguments there,” said the first boy. 

“You're certainly grown!” said the second boy. 

“Yeah, a full-grown whale!” said the third boy. 

“Come on, fellas—don’t be mean,” said the fourth boy. 
“That’s an insult to whales!” 

Gobzella covered her ears to tune out the boys’ mean 
comments. 

“This can’t be REAL!” she said. “I left them in the PAST! 
They can’t hurt me ANYMORE!” 

Inside Spanky’s cage, the fourth trail of white smoke 
sank into the floor. A few moments later, nine short and 
hairy creatures crawled out from beneath the ground and 
surrounded the dwarf. Each of them had a long snout, 
sharp fingernails, and big front teeth. The creatures glared 
at the dwarf with their beady little eyes and they spoke in 
squeaky yet sinister voices. 

“Mole people!” Spanky shouted. 

“Hello, Spanky,” said the first mole. “We meet at last.” 

“I knew you were real!” the dwarf declared. “You may 
have fooled the world, but you won’t fool me!” 

“You’ve been trying to expose us for decades,” said the 
second mole. 

“How’s that working out for you? Any luck so far?” asked 


the third mole. 

“I’ve been gathering evidence!” Spanky grumbled. 
“You’ve covered your tracks so far, but one day I'll have 
enough proof—one day everyone will know the truth!” 

“Oh Spanky, who are you kidding?” asked the fourth 
mole. 

“You'll never expose us because we don’t exist!” said the 
fifth mole. 

“Why do you keep lying to yourself?” asked the sixth 
mole. 

“Isn’t it time you faced the truth?” asked the seventh 
mole. 

“You invented us because you couldn’t’ take 
responsibility for your mistakes!” said the eighth mole. 

“We aren’t your enemy—we’re your excuse!” said the 
ninth. 

Spanky turned bright red and beads of sweat appeared 
on his forehead. 

“Lies!” the dwarf hollered. “You’ve been sabotaging the 
world for centuries! And you’ve been framing me since I 
was a child!” 

“Framing you?” The first mole snickered. “You mean, 
like your first day at the School of Small Miners at Large? 
When you dropped the bag of diamonds down the well?” 

“That was you!” Spanky said. “You wanted to get me in 
trouble!” 

“What about the time you hit that poor, innocent bear 
cub with the mine cart?” the second mole asked. 

“You pushed him in front of the cart!” the dwarf 
exclaimed. 

“Or that time you failed the management test and Mr 
Slate became the leader of the mines?” the seventh mole 
asked. 

“You switched our answers!” Spanky shouted. “That’s 
the only reason I didn’t get the job! It was you—it’s always 
been you!” 


Suddenly, the tiles under the caged delegates’ feet all 
turned into quicksand. Ryder, Lucy, Gobzella, and Spanky 
slowly started sinking into the floor—however, they were so 
fixated on the apparitions in their cages, none of them even 
noticed the sand. The more the apparitions taunted them, 
the faster the delegates sank. 

Brystal’s eyes darted back and forth, desperate to 
understand what was happening—and why none of it was 
happening to her. 

“I don’t get it,” Brystal thought aloud. “Why isn’t the 
Challenge affecting me?” 

“That’s no mystery.” 

Brystal jumped when she heard a very familiar voice 
behind her. She looked over her shoulder and realized the 
fifth apparition had appeared—for her. Lounging on the 
steps in the back of the chamber, Brystal saw herself—but 
this version of Brystal was the exact opposite of her. She 
had dark makeup around her sunken eyes, she wore a 
pantsuit that was pitch-black, and her long hair was filled 
with dead flowers. 

“I know you,” Brystal said. “You’re the voice in my head 
—you’re the curse!” 

“Finally, we get to meet face-to-face,” the curse said. 
“Thank goodness, too—I was getting so bored in your 
subconscious all by myself.” 

Brystal studied the apparition, and it slowly dawned on 
her what was happening. 

“The emotional challenge is forcing people to face their 
inner demons,” she said. 

The curse gave her a condescending round of applause. 

“Very good,” she said. “ You’re clever when you want 
to be.” 

“Then why aren’t we in a cage together?” Brystal asked. 
“Why am I not sinking in quicksand like the others?” 

“I thought that part would be obvious,” the curse 
said. “Because you’ve already faced your inner 


demons.” 

Brystal was confused. “I have?” she asked. 

“Last year, in the fortress, you learned how to 
silence me,” the curse explained. “And if that wasn’t 
bad enough, in the mental challenge, you learned how 
to use me for good. I'll never be able to sabotage you 
again after that little stunt. Unfortunately, your 
friends are still vulnerable to the negative thoughts in 
their heads. Until now, they’ve never had to confront 
the dark whispers that keep them up at night. So the 
Challenge has trapped them each in a cage of 
insecurity, it’s provoking them with their greatest 
fears, and they’re sinking into the depths of their own 
despair. It’s rather poetic, don’t you think?” 

Brystal checked on the delegates and saw they were 
already up to their waists in the quicksand. In a few short 
moments, they’d disappear completely. 

“What happens if they sink all the way?” she asked. 

“They’ll die,” the curse said. “But luckily, you’ll get 
to move on without them.” 

“But if they learn how to silence their own disturbing 
thoughts—like I did—they can beat the challenge, too?” 
Brystal asked. 

“Yes, but as you'll recall, it was much easier said 
than done,” the curse said. “It took you months to 
defeat me. And from the looks of it, your friends only 
have a matter of minutes before they’re gone forever. 
If I were you, I would spend this time saying my good- 
byes.” 

Brystal shuddered as she remembered the night she and 
her friends battled the Righteous Brotherhood. 

“That was the toughest night of my life,” she said. 

“Oh, I remember,” the curse said. “You crossed an 
impressive bridge—a bridge your friends aren’t strong 
enough to cross.” 

“Yes, but J didn’t have anyone to help me,” Brystal said. 


“I had to learn to silence you all on my own. It was difficult 
and it was painful—I had to summon strength I didn’t know 
I had—but now I know exactly how to help someone else go 
through it. And perhaps that’s the blessing of a curse? I 
went to hell and back, but I learned where all the roads 
are!” 

The new realization made Brystal smile from ear to ear, 
and judging by the curse’s reaction, she figured she was 
onto something significant, too. The curse let out a long, 
disappointed sigh and slowly shook her head. 

“There you go again, turning a negative into a 
positive,” she said. “Misery loved company until you 
came along. Good-bye, Brystal.” 

The curse faded back into a cloud of white smoke and 
evaporated from the chamber. 

Fueled by the new discovery, Brystal ran to the top of the 
steps and stood where all the delegates could see her. She 
removed her dragon-bone sword and banged it against the 
chained double doors as hard as she could. The noise 
temporarily distracted the delegates from the apparitions 
and they all turned toward her. 

“Everyone, listen to me!” she pleaded. “I know exactly 
how you're feeling! I used to be paralyzed by fear, I used to 
be plagued with doubts, and I used to let my insecurities 
overrule my voice of reason. I thought my thoughts were 
telling me the truth, I thought I deserved to feel the pain 
and despair they caused me, and I thought I was broken in 
a way that couldn’t be fixed—but none of that was real! The 
challenge is using your fears and insecurities to stop you 
from moving forward! Whatever the apparitions are saying 
to make you feel rejected, untalented, ugly, or ashamed is a 
lie—but only you can prove them wrong!” 

As if a veil had been lifted from their eyes, the delegates 
finally looked down and realized they were sinking into 
quicksand. They grunted and screamed as they tried to pull 
themselves out of the challenge’s trap—physically and 


emotionally. 

“Ignore her!” the sailor told Ryder. “Listening to women 
is what’s made you so soft! If you had been raised by a 
father, you wouldn’t be such an embarrassment! You’d be a 
real man and a son I could be proud of!” 

Ryder went quiet. His father’s choice of words had made 
him realize something for the very first time. 

“But I did have a father,” he said. “My mother was my 
father—she had to be both parents because you abandoned 
me! She taught me to be smart, compassionate, strong, 
brave, loyal, and proud without any help from you! And if 
that’s not what a real man is, then I have no interest in 
becoming one!” 

“No!” the sailor barked. “You’ll never feel complete 
without a father! You need me!” 

“You’re wrong,” Ryder said. “I won’t make the same 
mistakes as the elf prince! I’ve never needed you or your 
approval—and I certainly don’t need you now!” 

All of a sudden, Ryder stopped sinking into the 
quicksand. His metal cage turned into dust and the sailor 
vanished in a smoky haze. Brystal sprinted to Ryder’s side 
and helped him out of the sand. 

“You did it, Ryder!” she cheered. “You beat the 
challenge!” 

“Thanks for the guidance,” he said. “I couldn’t have done 
it without you.” 

Across the room, Lucy was up to her chest in the 
quicksand. The apparitions of her parents loomed over her 
sinking body, blocking her friends from view. 

“You won’t get out of this as easily as him,” Mr. Goose 
told her. 

“Deep down, you know we’re telling you the truth,” Mrs. 
Goose said. “Deep down, you know you were a lousy 
musician and we’re better off without you!” 

Lucy rolled her eyes and let out a loud groan. 

“Sooooooo what?” she snapped. “There are worse things 


in life than being kicked out of a family band! And who 
cares if I ever perform again? I don’t need applause or 
affection from strangers to be fulfilled—I have friends! And 
they make me feel more Joved than a sold-out crowd ever 
could! Living with the fairies was the best thing that ever 
happened to me! And I wouldn’t trade it for all the praise 
and fame in the world!” 

Just like Ryder, after confronting the apparitions, Lucy 
stopped sinking into the quicksand. Her cage disintegrated 
into a pile of dust and her parents faded from sight. Brystal 
and Ryder each grabbed Lucy by an arm and lifted her out 
of the sand. 

“Way to go, Lucy!” Brystal said. “I’m so proud of you!” 

“Thanks for coaching me through it,” she said. 

“For the record, I think you’re a great musician,” Brystal 
said. 

“No, the apparitions were right—the Goose Troupe is 
better off without me,” Lucy confessed. “But in my defense, 
what band isn’t better off without a tambourine player?” 

In the next cage, the goblin boys became more 
rambunctious and restless than before. They leaped from 
wall to wall, whacking Gobzella upside the head and 
taunting her with mean jokes. Gobzella tried with all her 
might to pull herself out of the quicksand, but she sank 
deeper and deeper after every cruel punch line. 

“Gobzella is so big, she got a fur coat and all the 
mammals went extinct!” said the first boy. 

“Gobzella is so ugly, she made her own reflection puke!” 
said the second boy. 

“Gobzella is so heavy, I pictured her in my head and my 
neck broke!” said the third. 

“Gobzella is so scary, her face emptied a haunted 
house!” said the fourth. 

Gobzella growled angrily and slammed her hands 
against the sand. 

“All right, that is ENOUGH!” she shouted. “Your mean 


comments may have hurt me when I was young, but they 
also made me STRONG! And I became the best warrior the 
Goblin Territory has ever SEEN! And now look at ME! I’m 
exploring ancient temples and saving the WORLD! And 
what are YOU doing? What became of YOUR lives? You’re 
probably sitting in your gross goblin homes, trapped in 
your bad goblin marriages, with a bunch of goblin kids 
running around breaking your STUFF! So who’s laughing 
NOW?” 

One by one, the four goblin boys disappeared, and 
Gobzella’s cage crumbled into dust. She stopped sinking 
into the quicksand and was able to pull herself out of the 
floor. Brystal, Lucy, and Ryder cheered for the goblin— 
however, there was no time to celebrate her triumph. The 
delegates turned to Spanky’s cage and saw the dwarf was 
up to his neck in the quicksand. The mole people circled 
him like predators as he struggled to keep his head above 
the sand. 

“Poor, poor, little Spanky,” said the first mole. 

“If only he could admit his mistakes, he would survive 
the challenge,” said the second mole. 

“Come on, just say you were wrong,” said the third mole. 

“You dropped the diamonds down the well because you 
were clumsy,” said the fourth mole. 

“You hit the bear cub with the mine cart because you 
were careless,” said the fifth mole. 

“And you failed the management test because you 
weren’t smart enough,” said the sixth mole. 

“You have no one to blame but yourself,” said the 
seventh mole. 

“Just confess and all of this will stop,” said the eighth 
mole. 

“Never!” the dwarf yelled passionately. “None of that 
was my fault—it was all you!” 

While the other delegates had completed the challenge 
by embracing their truths, Brystal realized Spanky’s 


challenge was about embracing his dishonesty. She knelt 
beside his cage, desperate to talk some sense into him 
before it was too late. 

“Spanky, if the mole people are telling the truth, you’ve 
got to admit it!” she said. 

“They can’t be trusted!” he said. “Don’t let them deceive 
you!” 

“The dwarf’s in denial! The dwarf’s in denial! The 
dwarf’s in denial!” the mole people chanted. 

“Spanky, there’s no shame in admitting you’ve made 
mistakes in the past,” she said. “We’ve all done things we 
aren’t proud of—and sometimes those things are so painful, 
it’s easier to come up with lies instead of taking 
responsibility. When we blame our mistakes on other 
people—when we come up with conspiracies to justify our 
actions—we never grow from our mistakes! This is your 
chance to take all of that shame and turn it into something 
good!” 

“I’m sorry, Fairy Godmother,” Spanky said. “I won’t let 
them win.” 

The dwarf took a deep breath and let the quicksand pull 
him out of sight. Brystal, Lucy, Ryder, and Gobzella 
screamed as their friend disappeared. Above them, the 
floating glass heart burst into hundreds of pieces and the 
golden key flew across the room to unlock the double 
doors. The delegates heard the chains and lock unraveling 
from the doors, but none turned to look at it. Even though 
they had beaten the challenge, the delegates waited with 
bated breath, praying that Spanky would come back, but 
the dwarf never returned. 

“I can’t believe he choose death over facing the truth,” 
Lucy said. 

“He was a casualty of his own CONSPIRACIES!” 
Gobzella said. 

Brystal wiped the tears running down her face, wishing 
there was more she could have done to help the dwarf. 


“The most dangerous lies are the lies we tell ourselves,” 
she said. 





CHAPTER TWENTY 
— ee 


Ratisinc DEMONS 


The fairies and witches were running out of places to look 


for Xanthous. In the last three days, they had thoroughly 
searched the cold mountains of the North, they had 
combed through the thick forests of the West, and they had 
explored the foothills of the East—but still, they hadn’t 
found a trace of their friend anywhere. If they weren’t so 
concerned about Xanthous, his friends would have been 
impressed by how well he had covered his tracks. 

The only place the fairies and witches hadn’t searched 
was the Righteous Empire—and none of them wanted to set 
foot in there. However, their desire to find Xanthous 
outweighed their reservations, and they all agreed to go. 

To attract the least amount of attention, the fairies and 
witches waited until it was dark to travel into the Empire. 
Emerelda cast a spell over their golden carriage and 
unicorns and disguised them as a regular coach and horses. 
They decided to begin their search in the south of the 
Empire and work their way north. As the coach and horses 
arrived at the southernmost point of the Southern Shore, 
the sight of an abandoned structure sent shivers down their 
spines. 

“The fortress,” Sprout said with a nervous lump in her 
throat. “There’s something I was hoping to never see 
again.” 

“Do we have to go in there?” Skylene asked. 

“Don’t worry, it’s probably empty,” Emerelda assured 


them. “The Righteous Brotherhood and the Army of the 
Dead are all in Chariot Hills with the emperor. They have 
no reason to be here anymore. See, their flag isn’t even 
raised.” 

“Why would Xanthous hide in there of all places?” 
Tangerina said. “Hasn’t he been through enough trauma 
already?” 

“No one in their right mind would expect Xanthous to be 
hiding in the fortress. That’s why it would be the perfect 
place for him,” Emerelda said. “It’s worth taking a look.” 

“Mrs. Vee? Did you bring any cooking utensils with you?” 
Skylene asked. “That really saved our skins last time we 
were here.” 

“I packed my finest silverware and my best set of pots 
and pans,” Mrs. Vee said. “I’m ready for battle or an 
impromptu dinner party—and to be honest, I’m not sure 
which one I’m more afraid of! HA-HA!” 

The coach and horses parked beside the entrance to the 
fortress and the passengers stepped outside. The fortress 
was just as unsettling as the fairies and witches 
remembered. It seemed more like the remains of a massive 
creature than the ruins of an ancient structure. The 
weathered walls looked like the skin of a decaying carcass 
and its five crumpling towers stretched toward the night 
sky like the fingers of a giant skeletal hand. 

“This p-p-place gives me the c-c-creeps!” Beebee 
shuddered. 

Pip sniffed the air. “It reeks of fearand death,” she said. 

“Gosh, I’ve missed it,” Stitches said with a crooked 
smirk. 

The fairies and witches split into groups of two and 
searched the fortress. Skylene and Mrs. Vee searched the 
lower levels, Beebee and Pip searched the upper floors, and 
Stitches and Sprout searched the towers. Meanwhile, 
Emerelda and Tangerina walked through the vast courtyard 
in the very center. Everything they looked at reminded 


them of the horrible night when they were almost killed by 
the Righteous Brotherhood and the Army of the Dead. 
Unfortunately, they didn’t find a single clue of Xanthous 
anywhere. 

“Gosh, he’s really playing hard to get,” Tangerina said as 
she searched the courtyard. “Why is he trying so hard to 
stay away from us? We’re his friends! We could help him!” 

“He’s trying to protect us from himself,” Emerelda said. 
“But if we’re having such a hard time finding him, let’s 
hope the alchemists are, too. I just pray he can keep it up 
until Brystal and Lucy get back with the Book of Sorcery.” 

“If they get back with the Book of Sorcery,” Tangerina 
said. “We should probably start thinking of a plan B in case 
they don’t return.” 

Emerelda let out a defeated sigh and sat on a pile of 
rubble. 

“You’re right,” Emerelda said. “But Brystal still has a 
week left to live—let’s not give up on her just yet.” 

The girls were distracted when they noticed Stitches on 
the roof of the tallest tower. The witch was whistling and 
waving both of her arms to get the fairies’ attention. 

“Hey, guys—there’s something you should see 
called to them. 

“This better not be another one of your pranks, 
Stitches!” Tangerina warned her. “If we go up there and 
find another skeleton in a suggestive position, I’m going to 
push you out a window!” 

“No, it’s nothing like that,” Stitches said. “Just wait a 
second—you won’t miss it!” 

Emerelda and Tangerina exchanged a curious look, but a 
couple of moments later, they understood exactly what 
Stitches was talking about. The Southern Shore was 
covered in a dark shadow as a group of fluffy clouds blew in 
from the ocean and blocked the full moon. The girls could 
see the roofs and spires of the Alchemy Institute peeking 
out of the clouds as the entire campus drifted over their 
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heads and floated into the North. 

“Tt’s the Alchemy Institute!” Emerelda exclaimed. 

“But why is it moving? Where are the alchemists going?” 
Tangerina asked. 

Emerelda asked herself the same question and was 
suddenly filled with dread—there was only one reasonable 
explanation she could come up with. 

“Oh no. Xanthous!” she gasped. “The alchemists must 
have found him! We have to follow them!” 
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Just as Dr. States and the Righteous Emperor had 
discussed, that night at midnight, the alchemists arrived in 
Chariot Hills to safely eliminate Xanthous Hayfield. The 
Alchemy Institute descended into Chariot Hills and hovered 
above the town square. Dr. States and the other alchemists 
were gathered on a balcony below the grand armillary 
sphere in the very center of the campus. From there, the 
alchemists could see the entire city and the countryside 
surrounding it. After waiting several minutes, the 
Righteous Emperor, his High Commander, and the rest of 
the Righteous Brotherhood appeared on the roof of the 
Righteous Palace to greet the visitors—but oddly, not a 
single soldier from the Army of the Dead was with them. 

“Good morning, gentlemen,” Seven called up to them. 
“Welcome to Chariot Hills! I hope you had a pleasant 
journey.” 

“I’m afraid we don’t have time for pleasantries, Your 
Highness,” Dr. States said. “We need to perform the 
elimination at once. If you could kindly hand over Mr. 
Hayfield, we’ll get it over with.” 

A snide smile grew across the emperor’s face. 

“Actually, Dr. States, I’ve had second thoughts about our 


agreement,” Seven said. 

“What do you mean, second thoughts?” he asked. 

“Tve given the situation a lot of thought and have 
decided to keep the boy myself,” Seven said. “I’m not sure I 
can trust you with him.” 

Dr. States grunted impatiently. “For God’s sake, this is no 
time to start a debate about trust,” he said. “The world is in 
danger! We have to destroy the boy before he destroys us 
all!” 

“I agree, the world is in danger—but not from the boy,” 
Seven said. “After visiting your institute I’m deeply 
concerned about you and your colleagues’ intentions. You 
claim you have no interest in gaining power, but I say the 
technology you possess tells a different story. I say you’re 
just waiting for the right opportunity to strike, and enslave 
us all.” 

Dr. States was appalled by the emperor’s accusations. 

“Your Highness, we are men of science!” the alchemist 
declared. “We have absolutely no interest in attacking you 
or your Empire!” 

“That doesn’t mean you won’t change your mind,” Seven 
said. “You could easily use your sciences against me and 
my people if you wanted to. What’s stopping you from 
turning Mr. Hayfield into another one of your experiments? 
What’s stopping you from harnessing the boy’s powers and 
turning him into a weapon? No man should have that kind 
of power—and for the world’s sake, I believe it’s my 
responsibility to stop you.” 

BAM! BAM! The alchemists heard the sound of 
explosions going off all around them. BAM! BAM! The Army 
of the Dead appeared on the rooftops of the town square 
and fired cannons at the institute. BAM! BAM! Instead of 
cannonballs, the cannons blasted enormous harpoons 
connected to long chains. BAM! BAM! The harpoons 
punctured the walls of the different facilities. BAM! BAM! 
The dead soldiers cranked the chains with giant reels, 


pulling the Alchemy Institute deeper and deeper into the 
town square. 

The alchemists were outraged as they watched the Army 
of the Dead assault their campus. Dr. States and the 
Righteous Emperor locked eyes, exchanging a heated 
glance. 

“So you’ve led us into a trap,” Dr. States said. “I should 
have known better. Men like me have been fighting men 
like you since the beginning of time. For far too long, 
alchemists have sat in the shadows while tyrants spread 
ignorance and hatred. It’s time we took a stand and put an 
end to it! So if it’s a war you want, a war you shall get!” 

The alchemist tapped his cane on the floor four times. 
Suddenly, the institute was filled with the sound of 
marching—but instead of the thumping of boots, the 
Righteous Emperor heard the clanking of metal. All the 
doors throughout the campus burst open and hundreds of 
Magbots emerged. The Magbots formed a protective line 
around the Alchemy Institute, ready to defend the campus 
at all costs. 

The Righteous Emperor gave the High Commander an 
eager nod. 

“Begin the attack,” he ordered. 
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The fairies and witches raced through the countryside of 
the Righteous Empire aboard their disguised carriage. 
They followed the Alchemy Institute from the ground as 
closely as they could, but the floating campus eventually 
got ahead of them and disappeared from sight. Soon, the 
city of Chariot Hills appeared on the horizon and Emerelda 
spotted the institute hovering above it. 

“There it is!” Emerelda told the others. “They’ve stopped 


in Chariot Hills!” 

She snapped her fingers and the horses charged ahead, 
racing even faster than before. However, when they were 
just a few miles outside the city, the horses neighed with 
fear and came to an unexpected halt. 

“What’s gotten into them?” Skylene asked. 

The fairies and witches poked their heads out the 
window to see what had spooked the horses. A few acres 
away, they saw a woman standing in the middle of the 
countryside all by herself. The woman wore a metallic 
gown, a headdress that was shaped like the jaws of a 
wrench, and she was clutching an old book tightly to her 
chest. 

“That’s Princess Proxima from the Eastern Kingdom,” 
Tangerina said. “What is she doing out here by herself?” 

The fairies and witches stepped outside the coach to get 
a better look. The princess opened the book and read a 
passage aloud. 

“Demis-dule demis-dole, demis-see demis-sole!” Proxima 
chanted. 

“What did she say?” Sprout asked. 

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was casting an 
old spell,” Mrs. Vee said. 

Pip caught a whiff of something in the air. 

“Is it just me, or does anyone else smell smoke?” she 
asked. 

Before the others had a chance to smell it, the ground 
started rumbling beneath their feet. The fairies and witches 
saw bright flashes of light throughout the countryside. 
When their eyes adjusted, they realized fire was rising out 
of the ground! In a matter of seconds, the entire 
countryside was covered in flames! And although the 
closest fire was a few acres away from them, the fairies and 
witches could feel its warmth as if it were just a few feet 
away. 

“Why is fire coming out of the ground?!” Tangerina 


yelled. 

Emerelda instantly recognized the fire—she would never 
forget it as long as she lived. 

“This is the fire that attacked the Eastern Kingdom!” she 
said. 

“But Xanthous isn’t anywhere near here!” Skylene said. 
“This proves he’s innocent after all!” 

“Proxima’s the one causing the fire!” Emerelda said. 
“She’s been behind the fire all along!” 

“Hey, dames, do you notice anything funny about those 
flames?” Stitches asked. 

At first the fairies and witches didn’t know what Stitches 
was talking about, but as they studied the flames, they 
quickly realized what the witch meant. The fire wasn’t just 
hotter than regular fire—the fire was actually hundreds of 
people whose bodies were made entirely out of flames. 

The fairies and witches couldn’t believe what they were 
seeing and looked to one another in bewilderment. 

“The fire’s alive!” Sprout exclaimed. 

“Tve never seen anything like this in my life!” Mrs. Vee 
said. 

“What kind of magic is this?” Tangerina asked. 

“So that’s why the fire was chasing us in Ironhand—it 
had legs!” Emerelda said. 

Princess Proxima was ecstatic as she watched more and 
more fire people crawl out of the ground to join her. Soon 
she was surrounded by thousands and thousands of fiery 
bodies, but strangely, neither the princess nor her book 
were harmed by the heat the fire people emitted. 

Proxima started marching toward Chariot Hills and the 
fire people followed her. As they moved across the land, 
they left a trail of destruction behind them. The ground was 
scorched under their feet, the sky filled with dark smoke, 
and small brush fires spread in every direction. If 
something didn’t stop the fire soon, the whole Righteous 
Empire—perhaps the world—would burn to a crisp. 


“Dr. States was right,” Emerelda said. “The fire is going 
to destroy the world!” 

“How can we stop it?” Tangerina asked. 

Emerelda went silent as she thought about it. She 
recalled something Dr. States had said previously that 
caught her attention—and it gave her a very troubling idea. 
It was absurd, it was irresponsible, and it made her sick to 
her stomach just thinking about it—but Emerelda didn’t see 
another solution. 

“Fire destroys—ice preserves,” Emerelda said. “And 
we're going to need a Jot of ice.” 

Tangerina’s whole body went stiff. 

“Em, please tell me you aren’t saying what I think you’re 
saying,” she said. 

“Actually, I am,” Emerelda confessed. 

“No—absolutely not!” Tangerina objected. “There’s got 
to be another option!” 

“We don’t have time to think of one! If we don’t do 
something drastic, the entire kingdom is going to go up in 
smoke!” Emerelda said, and quickly turned to the witches. 
“Stitches? Sprout? Beebee? Pip? Did you bring your 
broomsticks?” 

“W-w-we never leave the house w-w-without them,” 
Beebee said. 

“Good,” Emerelda said. “I need you guys to fly us to the 
Northern Mountains. Now.” 





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
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THE SORCERERS’ VAULT 


In the chamber of the emotional challenge, Brystal and the 


delegates stood before the double doors at the top of the 
steps. They were equally encouraged and exhausted after 
completing the physical, mental, and emotional challenges, 
but nothing could physically, mentally, or emotionally 
prepare them for what was about to happen next. The 
deadliest and most dangerous creature that ever existed 
was lurking somewhere beyond the doors, and even though 
they didn’t know what to expect, they all had an eerie 
feeling that the creature was expecting them. 

“Remember, this is the end,” Brystal reminded the 
others. “If we survive whatever is waiting behind these 
doors, we win.” 

Lucy, Ryder, and Gobzella took a deep breath and 
tightened their grips on their weapons. 

“Should we take bets on what the creature is?” Lucy 
asked. 

“Tm guessing it’s an extinct dragon species,” Ryder said. 
“If so, we have to stay as still and silent as possible. 
Dragons don’t attack unless they feel threatened—but the 
minute they think you’re an enemy, there’s practically 
nothing you can do to stop them.” 

“Maybe it’s an animal from MYTHOLOGY!” Gobzella 
said. “I’m picturing a creature with the head of a LION 
The body of a BEAR! The fangs of a SNAKE! The legs of a 
HORSE! I should be able to handle a creature like that— 
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reminds me of a goblin I used to DATE 

“I’m standing by my stage mother theory,” Lucy said. “If 
that’s the case, everyone call me Madame Director and get 
ready for a rigged audition.” 

“At this point nothing could be worse than the suspense,” 
Brystal said. “Let’s go in.” 

Brystal slowly turned the handles, pushed open the 
doors, and the delegates followed her into the next 
chamber. They discovered a very large and very dark room 
on the other side, but once they were all through the doors, 
they realized it wasn’t a room—they had entered an infinite 
space that stretched for miles in each direction. 

The ground was flooded in a shallow pool of crystal-clear 
water that came up to their ankles. The water perfectly 
reflected thousands of stars from the twinkling night sky 
above them. The reflection gave the illusion that the stars 
went on forever all around them, but the illusion was 
interrupted by the ripples their footsteps created. 

The double doors shut behind the delegates and then 
sank into the water and disappeared. The delegates 
wandered around the endless space but didn’t find 
anything except a tall, rectangular mirror. Brystal peered 
into the mirror but only saw her and her friends’ reflections 
staring back. 

“Why would the most dangerous creature in history need 
a mirror?” Ryder asked. 

“Or all this WATER?” Gobzella asked. 

Lucy shrugged. “Maybe it’s a narcissistic shark?” 

The delegates spread out and continued searching the 
space, but Brystal felt compelled to stay in front of the 
mirror. A strange feeling told her the mirror meant more 
than they realized—she just couldn’t put her finger on 
what. After more than an hour of splashing through the 
area, the delegates still hadn’t found anything or anyone 
else. 

“What if the creature isn’t here?” Ryder said. “It could 


have died or escaped the temple.” 

“You mean, this whole journey has been a waste of 
TIME?” Gobzella said. 

“Holy procrastination!” Lucy exclaimed. “Gobzella, 
maybe that’s it! Maybe the deadliest and most dangerous 
creature on the planet is time!” 

Ryder and Gobzella scrunched their foreheads. 

“Time?” Ryder asked. 

“How'd you come up with THAT?” Gobzella asked. 

“Brystal and my old teacher Madame Weatherberry told 
us time is the most complex thing in the universe,” Lucy 
explained. “It’s both the culprit and the solution to all 
problems, you always have too little or too much but never 
the amount you want, and in the end, time Kills us all!” 

The delegates considered Lucy’s theory and convinced 
themselves she was right, but Brystal wasn’t as sure. She 
stayed in front of the mirror, never looking away from her 
and the others’ reflections. 

“What does a mirror have to do with time, though?” she 
thought out loud. “If time was the deadliest creature, 
surely the temple would put us face-to-face with a clock 
instead of our own—” 

Brystal went quiet—she was suddenly struck by a theory 
of her own. The idea was so shocking, Brystal placed a 
hand over her mouth. 

“Oh my gosh,” she whispered to herself. “I think I just 
figured it out!” 

The delegates gathered around Brystal and searched the 
mirror, looking for something hidden in the reflection. 

“Where is it, Brystal?” Ryder asked. 

“I don’t see anything but us,” Lucy said 

“That’s because it is us,” Brystal said. 

“What do you mean it’s US?” Gobzella asked. 

“The most dangerous and deadliest creature on the 
planet isn’t an animal—it’s people,” Brystal explained. 
“Think about it! Can you name another species that’s 


caused more harm to itself or the planet? People pollute the 
skies, they fill the oceans with waste, and they hunt other 
animals into extinction! People start wars against one 
another, they hate for sport, and they’re the only creature 
on earth that lies.” 

The delegates took a long look at themselves in the 
mirror and their stomachs turned—Brystal was right. 

“But how can we defeat the creature, if the creature is 
people?” Lucy asked. “Even for sorcerer standards, that 
seems like a tall order.” 

“The legend didn’t say we have to defeat the creature—it 
said we had to face it,” Brystal recalled. “Perhaps that’s 
why the mirror is here? Before going into the vault, we 
have to take responsibility and acknowledge all the damage 
people have caused. And just like we learned from Spanky, 
sometimes facing the truth is the greatest challenge of all.” 

Suddenly, the mirror sank into the water and 
disappeared just like the double doors had before. The 
delegates felt a powerful rumble beneath their feet and the 
water began rippling wildly. Thousands and thousands of 
enormous golden pillars shot straight out of the water and 
stretched high into the night sky. The water drained away 
and the delegates found themselves standing on top of a 
silver star that was engraved into a white marble floor. The 
star pointed in four directions like a compass, and the 
delegates realized the golden pillars had formed four 
endless corridors around them. 

As the delegates took in the amazing sight, millions of 
objects began materializing throughout the four corridors. 
Everything from gold to dirt appeared before their eyes and 
filled the vast spaces. 

“We made it!” Brystal said breathlessly. “We’re in the 
sorcerers’ vault!” 

The delegates cheered and Gobzella lifted them all off 
the ground in a celebratory hug. 

As the goblin set her friends down, a swirl of twinkling 


lights appeared beside them. The lights spun faster and 
faster, and before they could tell what was happening, a tall 
man was standing before them. The man had a wrinkled 
face, a long silver beard, and he wore a thick brown cloak 
with a hood over his head. The delegates were intimidated 
by his stern and knowing gaze, and they all took a step 
back. Brystal recognized the man—he had the same face as 
one of the seven statues in the beginning of the temple. 

“Are you a sorcerer?” Brystal asked him. 

“I was,” he replied. 

Lucy gulped. “So you’re a ghost?” 

“I am neither living nor dead—I am a memory,” the 
sorcerer said. “Now that you have passed the challenges, 
you are welcome to take one item from the temple. I am 
here to assist you with your decision and help you navigate 
our vault. Would you like me to show you what the temple 
has to offer?” 

“Yes, PLEASE!” Gobzella exclaimed. 

The sorcerer turned to the first corridor with a grand 
gesture. It had mountains of gold coins, jewelry, furniture, 
clothing, food, wine, carriages, and ships. 

“If it’s material possessions you desire, this is the Gallery 
of Goods,” he said. “Anything a person could ever need or 
want is within this gallery. All of these items belonged to 
the sorcerers when we were alive, and everything is still in 
pristine condition.” 

The sorcerer walked around the delegates and gestured 
to the second corridor. It held a never-ending library with 
shelves so high they disappeared into the sky. 

“If it’s knowledge you crave, this is the Library of Life,” 
he said. “Our library has a copy of every book that has ever 
been published, written, or just imagined in an author’s 
mind. Even though the founders passed away many 
centuries ago, you’ll find our collection is very current.” 

The sorcerer stood before the opening of the third 
corridor. It was lined with cupboards containing billions of 


scrolls, and the air was filled with floating quills taking 
notes on floating pieces of parchment. 

“If it’s answers you seek, this is the Foyer of Facts,” he 
said. “Everything that ever happened, is happening, or will 
happen has been documented in these archives. The 
answers to the greatest mysteries on earth can be found 
within the sorcerers’ scrolls.” 

The sorcerer gestured to the fourth and final corridor. 
The fourth corridor contained five open doorways—and 
each of the doorways led to a room that was filled with 
thousands and thousands of bubbles. 

“If it’s insight you wish for, these are the Halls of 
Humanity,” he said. “By gazing into the bubbles within 
these doorways, you can see every present emotion on 
earth. In the Hall of Dreams, each bubble contains insight 
into someone’s greatest desires. In the Hall of Nightmares, 
each bubble contains insight into someone’s worst fears. In 
the Hall of Ideas, each bubble contains insight into 
someone’s thoughts and opinions. In the Hall of Love, each 
bubble contains insight into someone’s deepest affection. 
And in the Hall of Hatred, each bubble contains insight into 
someone’s most shameful prejudice.” 

Brystal was drawn into the Halls of Humanity like a moth 
to a flame. She peered into each of the doorways and 
marveled at how beautiful and unique the bubbles were. 
The dreams sparkled and floated whimsically through the 
air; the nightmares were cloudy and flew erratically across 
the hall; the ideas had flashes of lightning and energetically 
bounced off each other; the love bubbles looked as if they 
were blushing and drifted in leisurely circles around one 
another; and the hate bubbles were pitch-black and frozen 
in place. 

Brystal was very intrigued by the Halls of Humanity—she 
couldn’t imagine all the good someone could spread with 
insight into people’s wildest dreams—but at the same time, 
there was something about the halls that Brystal found 


greatly disturbing. 

“Why are the Hall of Nightmares and the Hall of Hatred 
fuller than the others?” she asked the sorcerer. 

“That’s an unfortunate reality about humanity,” he said. 
“Their dreams, ideas, and love have never exceeded their 
hatred or fear. And until that changes, I’m afraid they’ll 
always be the deadliest and most dangerous species on the 
planet.” 

Hearing that made Brystal feel like she had been 
punched—not anywhere in the body, but in her soul. She 
knew humanity was capable of changing—she had seen the 
world make profound changes with her own eyes. But sadly, 
Brystal knew she’d never live to see the day when the Halls 
of Dreams, Ideas, and Love were the fullest. She only had a 
week left to live, and right now, she couldn’t waste a 
moment of it. 

“Sir, we know exactly what we want to take,” Brystal 
said. 

“Oh?” the sorcerer said with a peculiar look. “Are you 
sure you don’t want more time to browse the corridors?” 

“Unfortunately, time is a luxury we don’t have,” Brystal 
said. “We’ve come to the Temple of Knowledge for the Book 
of Sorcery.” 

The sorcerer raised his eyebrow curiously and stroked 
his long beard. 

“How interesting,” he said. “Of all the possessions in this 
vault, the Book of Sorcery is the only object that has 
already been taken.” 

“It’s been TAKEN?” Gobzella exclaimed. 

“You mean, this whole thing has been a complete 
waste?” Lucy asked. 

“But who beat all the challenges before us?” Ryder 
asked. 

“Only one other person has survived this far,” the 
sorcerer said. “Several centuries ago, a woman traveled to 
the temple and completed the challenges by herself. It took 


her over three hundred years to finish, but she eventually 
reached the vault.” 

Brystal and Lucy gasped in unison, thinking the same 
thing: 

“The Immortal!” they said. 

“So she did get the Book of Sorcery after all!” Brystal 
said. 

“But if the Immortal got the book, why didn’t she use it 
to destroy the Daughter of Death? Why not keep her end of 
the bargain?” Lucy asked. 

Ryder did a double take. “Sorry—did you just say 
Daughter of Death and the Immortal?” 

Lucy waved the subject off like it wasn’t important. 

“One day we'll take you to lunch and explain 
everything,” she told him. 

“The Immortal must have wanted it before she made her 
deal with Death,” Brystal determined. “Otherwise, how 
would she have known to bring it up in the first place? 
Perhaps immortality wasn’t what she wanted after all— 
perhaps she just needed immortality to help her get the 
Book of Sorcery!” 

“So you’re telling me there’s something in the Book of 
Sorcery that’s flashier than immortality?” Lucy asked. 

Brystal winced at the thought and turned back to the 
sorcerer. 

“Sir, do you remember who the woman was? Or where 
she might have taken the book?” 

“Tm sorry, but I do not recall the woman’s name,” the 
sorcerer Said. 

“Sir, I used to work in a library,” Brystal said. “If the 
Library of Life is as grand as you say it is, surely there must 
be some sort of card catalog to keep track of the books.” 

The sorcerer gave her another peculiar look—but this 
time, he was impressed. 

“Follow me,” he said. 

The delegates followed the sorcerer into the Library of 


Life. After walking through more than a mile of endless 
bookshelves, they stopped at a massive cabinet. The 
cabinet had thousands of small drawers and, like the 
shelves surrounding it, it was so tall it disappeared into the 
night sky. The sorcerer levitated out of sight, floating 
toward the cabinet’s highest drawers, and a few minutes 
later, he returned with a card. 

“Here you are,” he said. 

Brystal took the card from the sorcerer and read the 
name written on it. 

“Immortalia,” she said. 

“Sounds like a lounge singer,” Lucy said. 

“Wait a second, I’ve heard that name before,” Brystal 
said. “Quick! I need a history book!” 

The sorcerer led the delegates another mile into the 
Library of Life to a section that held hundreds of thousands 
of history books. Brystal ruammaged through the collection 
until she found one dedicated to the Eastern Kingdom. She 
found Queen Endustria’s name at the bottom of a royal 
family tree and then traced it backward, going up the line 
of succession. Her finger landed on the portrait of a young 
queen with very familiar features. Brystal flipped the book 
over and showed the portrait to the others. 

“I knew I recognized that name,” she said. “Queen 
Immortalia was the first woman to ever sit on the throne of 
the Eastern Kingdom! And there’s been a woman on the 
throne ever since!” 

“Whoa,” Lucy said. “She looks just like Queen Endustria 
and Princess Proxima!” 

“Immortalia looks like al/ the queens!” 

Brystal flipped through the history book and showed her 
friends the portraits of all the queens from the last three 
centuries. 

“Something tells me that’s more than strong genetics,” 
Lucy said. 

“The Immortal has been right under our nose the entire 
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time!” Brystal said. “We have to get to the Eastern 
Kingdom as soon as possible! Queen Endustria has the 
Book of Sorcery!” 
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THE KiNG oF DEMONS AND THE QUEEN OF SNOW 


Xanthous had no idea why he had been brought to the 


Righteous Empire, but he knew his chances of escaping 
were near impossible. He was curled up on the floor of his 
tiny cage with his hands and feet tied behind his back and a 
cloth wrapped around his mouth. Xanthous was the only 
prisoner in the dungeon of the Righteous Palace and his 
Cage was surrounded by a dozen soldiers of the Army of the 
Dead. At any moment, he expected the Righteous Emperor 
to come stomping down the dungeon steps and use him as 
a prop in some macabre scheme—and that was only if the 
alchemists didn’t find and execute him first. Either way, 
Xanthous would need nothing short of a miracle to survive 
the night. 

Just as Xanthous started to accept his grim fate, a loud 
crash came from the top of the steps. Two of the dead 
soldiers hurried up the stairs to inspect the source of the 
noise and disappeared from view. A moment later, there 
was another crash as the first soldier toppled down the 
steps without his skull attached to his neck. A young man in 
black-and-white-checkered armor emerged down the stairs, 
riding the second soldier like a surfboard. He raised a 
slingshot as he slid down the steps, launching rocks at the 
skeletal guards, and one by one, he knocked their skulls 
clean off their bony necks. 

“Mmmhhhk!” Xanthous mumbled under the cloth. 

While the headless skeletons searched the dungeon for 


their decapitated skulls, Elrik snatched a ring of keys off a 
soldier’s belt and raced toward Xanthous’s cage. 

“Xanthous! Thank God you're still alive!” Elrik said. “I 
was worried I’d be too late!” 

The elf unlocked the cage door and untied the cloth 
wrapped around the fairy’s mouth. 

“Elrik! How did you get here? Your father said he locked 
you up!” Xanthous said. 

“Oh—he did, but I escaped,” Elrik said. “Elves are 
horrible tailors, but luckily, they’re even worse architects. 
Would you believe our prison is made out of sticks?” 

Xanthous was so overwhelmed with joy, tears welled in 
his eyes. 

“I’m so happy to see you!” he said. “Thanks for coming 
to rescue me!” 

“Don’t mention it,” Elrik said. “I couldn’t let the 
Righteous Emperor hurt such a cute—” 

“Flrik, behind you!” 

The dead soldiers had screwed their skulls back on their 
necks and were now charging toward the elf. Elrik dived 
out of the way, barely missing getting struck by the blades 
of their swords. The soldiers’ blades slammed into the bars 
of Xanthous’s cage and knocked it over. Xanthous rolled 
onto the floor and desperately tried to get up, but his 
restraints made it impossible to stand. 

“Elrik, you’ve got to help me!” he cried. “I’ve got to get 
off the ground or the fires will start!” 

“One second—I’m a little busy!” Elrik said. 

The elf was fighting off the soldiers, twelve to one. He 
rapidly fired his slingshot, shooting off their arms and legs, 
but he couldn’t keep up with their assault. A skeleton 
kicked Elrik’s legs out from underneath him, the elf landed 
hard on his back, and his slingshot was ripped out of his 
hands. 

“Leave him alone!” Xanthous yelled. 

The fairy rolled across the floor and knocked the soldiers 


off their feet, but they quickly bounced back. The skeletons 
surrounded Xanthous and Elrik, looming toward the boys 
with their swords raised high above their heads. The boys 
winced as they anticipated being sliced, but suddenly, the 
dark dungeon was filled with bright lights. Xanthous and 
Elrik shielded their eyes, but when their vision adjusted, 
they saw fire bursting up from the ground all around them! 
The fire distracted the skeletons and they turned toward 
the flames in amazement. 

The temperature in the dungeon instantly rose to 
sweltering heights. Xanthous sat up on his knees and used 
his body to shield Elrik from the heat. 

“Get out of the dungeon before the fire kills you!” he 
said. 

The elf’s mouth dropped open as he watched the fire. 

“You mean before they kill me,” he said, and pointed to 
the flames. 

Xanthous turned toward the fire and squinted at the 
flames. After watching for a few moments, he understood 
why Elrik was so stunned. The dungeon wasn’t filled with 
one powerful fire, but twelve small fires—and each set of 
flames was shaped like a person. 

“Oh my God,” Xanthous gasped. “They’re people!” 

The dead soldiers zeroed in on their new target, 
swinging their swords and thrusting their shields at the fire 
people—but the skeletons’ weapons went right through 
them. Each fire person grabbed a soldier, wrapping their 
flaming arms and legs tightly around the skeletons’ hollow 
torsos. The skeletons ran amok as they tried to extinguish 
the flames, slamming into the walls and each other, but the 
fire people never loosened their grip. They held on to the 
soldiers until each of their bodies crumpled into a pile of 
charred bones. The skeletons’ ashy remains still twitched 
with life, but they were damaged far beyond the point of 
repair. 

Once the fire people had defeated the soldiers, they 


gathered around Xanthous and Elrik. The elf quickly untied 
Xanthous’s restraints and they tried to escape the dungeon, 
but the fires backed them into a corner. However, the fire 
people didn’t try to harm the boys like the skeletons—on 
the contrary, they kept their distance to make sure Elrik 
wasn’t burned. 

The fire people stood eerily still with their flaming heads 
pointed in Xanthous’s direction. The longer he waited for 
them to do something, the angrier Xanthous became. 

“You’ve ruined my life!” he yelled. “Why are you doing 
this to me?!” 

One of the fire people walked to the nearest wall and 
waved their hand over it, burning a message into the stone 
bricks: 

WE KNOW WHAT YOU ARE. 

Frustrated, Xanthous got to his feet and walked closer to 
the wall. He inspected the message as if the answer was 
hidden somewhere within the burned letters. 

“| don’t understand,” he told them. “Who are you? And 
what do you think | am?” 

The fire person waved their hand over the wall again and 
a new message appeared: 

WE’RE YOUR FAMILY. 


WE’VE BEEN SEARCHING FOR YOU. 
WE NEED YOUR HELP. 
“What?” Xanthous asked. “How are we family?” 
YOU’RE A DEMON AMONG MEN. 


AND THE HEIR TO THE DEMON THRONE. 


IT’S YOUR DESTINY TO RULE US. 


Xanthous was so baffled he felt light-headed. 

“I’m sorry, but you must have me mistaken for someone 
else,” he said. “I don’t even know what a demon is.” 

“Ooooh,” Elrik said. “They’re demons!” 

“Elrik? You Know who these people are?” he asked. 

“Yes—well, sort of—I didn’t know the stories were real!” 

“What stories?” 

“Haven't you ever heard the Legend of the Demon King?” 
Elrik asked. 

Xanthous stared at Elrik like he was speaking a different 
language. 

“It’s a fable my mother told me when I was younger,” he 
said. “According to an ancient myth, the center of the earth 
is inhabited by a fiery race of people known as demons. 
They protect our planet’s core and keep the world spinning 
—they’ve always been a peaceful people, but a few 
thousand years ago, the Demon King became corrupt and 
waged war with humanity. He led his demons to the surface 
and caused fires that almost destroyed the planet. 
Thankfully, a group of sorcerers killed the Demon King and 
imprisoned the other demons. Without a ruler, the demons 
have lived in utter chaos ever since—but the Legend of the 
Demon King states that one day a new king will be born 
among mankind. It’s his destiny to sit on the Demon Throne 
and restore the demons to the peaceful race they once 
were.” 

“And they think /’m the Demon King?” he asked. 

“Can you blame them?” Elrik asked. “You’re a fairy who 
controls fire! Who would be a better candidate?” 

The fire person waved their hand over the wall and wrote 
another message: 

SEARCH YOUR HEART, XANTHOUS. 


YOU'VE BEEN SEARCHING FOR US AS MUCH AS WE'VE 
BEEN SEARCHING FOR YOU. 


WE’RE YOUR MISSING PIECE. 


Xanthous was speechless. For as long as he could 
remember, Xanthous had always been trying to fill a void in 
his heart. Over the years he tried to fill it with approval, 
friendships, adventures—and most recently—/ove. However, 
no matter where he lived or who he met, the emptiness 
always returned. But what if Xanthous wasn’t supposed to 
be fulfilled by magic, fairies, or even Elrik? Perhaps the 
demons were his missing piece all along. 

Unfortunately, Xanthous didn’t have time to find out. As if 
the demons were being dragged underground by an 
invisible lasso, they abruptly started dropping through the 
floor. They held on to the ground with all their might, 
desperate to stay above the surface, but they weren’t 
strong enough to fight whatever force was pulling them 
down. 

“What’s happening to you?” Xanthous asked. 

Only one demon remained and they used their last bit of 
strength to burn another message on the wall beside them: 

SHE’S COMPELLING US! 


YOU HAVE TO FREE US FROM HER! 


Xanthous threw himself onto the ground and grabbed the 
demon’s hand before they disappeared belowground. 

“Free you from who?” Xanthous asked. “Who’s compelling 
you?” 


THE ONE WHO RELEASED US FROM THE CORE! 


SHE’S CONTROLLING US WITH THE BOOK! 
SHE’S GOING TO ATTACK THE CITY! 
SHE'LL DESTROY EVERYTHING IF YOU DON’T STOP HER! 


Xanthous’s mind was racing with dozens of questions, but 
he knew he only had time to ask one before the demon was 
pulled away. 

“How do I stop her?” he asked. 


FIND THE BOOK! 
RECITE THE OATH! 
AND THE THRONE IS YOURS! 


The demon’s flaming hand slipped from Xanthous’s grip 
and they were dragged underground. 

“We've got to find that book,” Xanthous said. 

“Are you ready for that? Do you even want to be the 
Demon King?” Elrik asked. 

The question had never entered Xanthous’s mind. 

“What choice do | have?” he asked. “You saw what the 
demons did to the soldiers—if we don’t stop whoever is 
controlling them, the whole world will burn!” 

BAM! BAM! The boys heard a powerful commotion 
coming from outside. BAM! BAM! They ran to the dungeon’s 
barred window and gazed into the Chariot Hills town square. 
BAM! BAM! Xanthous and Elrik were shocked to see an 
entire city of gold, silver, and bronze buildings perched on 
clouds over the capital. BAM! BAM! And even more 
shocking, the Army of the Dead was attacking it with 
cannons and harpoons. 


“That must be the Alchemy Institute!” Xanthous 
exclaimed. 

“What is it doing in Chariot Hills?” Elrik asked. 

“So that’s why the emperor wanted me here,” he said. 
“He was using me as bait for the alchemists! He led them 
into a trap!” 

“But why is the Righteous Emperor attacking the 
alchemists?” Elrik asked. 

“Seven wants to eliminate everyone who poses a threat 
to him,” Xanthous said. “This could be the exact distraction 
we need! While the alchemists and the Army of the Dead 
are busy fighting, let’s sneak out of the Righteous Palace 
and find the woman controlling the demons! We’ve got to 
catch her before she reaches the city! Come on!” 


ex eo ' 


As the fairies and witches moved down the icy tunnel in the 
Northern Mountains, they stayed in a tight huddle for 
warmth and protection. The girls expected the terrifying 
Snow Queen to lunge out from the darkness at every twist 
and turn, so they tiptoed through the tunnel as quietly and 
cautiously as possible. Pip led the shivering and trembling 
procession nose-first, sniffing the air after every step. 

“Do you smell her yet?” Tangerina asked. 

“Will you stop asking me that,” Pip griped. 

“I’m sorry, but these mountains are huge!” Tangerina 
said. “I want to make sure we're headed in the right 
direction.” 

“I told you, this is the only tunnel where | caught a whiff 
of something besides rocks and icicles,” Pip said. “Either the 
Snow Queen is rotting at the end of this tunnel or we’re 
about to find a decomposing moose.” 

“Sounds like a win-win to me,” Stitches said. 


The fairies and witches finally reached the end of the 
tunnel and entered an enormous frozen cavern. Emerelda 
waved her hands and covered all the stalagmites and 
stalactites with glowing jewels to illuminate the area. 

“I can’t imagine Madame Weatherberry living here,” Mrs. 
Vee said. “Then again, it’s amazing how far people will move 
for more square footage and high ceilings! HA-HA!” 

“Living isn’t how | would describe it.” 

The fairies and witches turned toward the unexpected 
voice. They were completely mesmerized when they noticed 
that a beautiful woman with dark hair had appeared in the 
back of the cavern. She wore a plum gown, a stylish 
fascinator, and a smile that was brighter than all of 
Emerelda’s jewels combined. 

“Madame Weatherberry!” Tangerina and Skylene 
cheered. 

The girls ran to embrace their old teacher with open 
arms, but sadly, they moved right through the fairy. 

“Sorry, | almost forgot,” Skylene said. “Brystal told us 
you're dimensionally challenged now.” 

“Unfortunately so,” Madame Weatherberry said. “It’s so 
wonderful to see you girls! | can’t believe what beautiful 
young women you've become! Who are your friends?” 

“This is Stitches, Sprout, Beebee, and Pip,” Emerelda 
said. “They came to live with us after the Ravencrest School 
of Witchcraft closed down.” 

“You want to know why they call me Stitches?” the witch 
asked. 

“Ignore her—we do,” Tangerina said. 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, ladies,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. “Brystal has kept me updated on all your 
trials and tribulations. | am so proud of everything you’ve 
accomplished. | was hoping Brystal would bring you to visit 
me one day so | could congratulate you personally.” 

Madame Weatherberry looked around at her guests, but 
didn’t see everyone she'd expected. 


“Wait a second, why aren’t Brystal and Lucy with you?” 
she asked. 

The fairies and witches glanced at one another with 
distress written all over their faces. Madame Weatherberry 
instantly knew something was wrong. 

“So this isn’t a social visit,” the fairy said. “Tell me what’s 
happened.” 

Emerelda quickly summarized the events from the past 
week. She told Madame Weatherberry about the fire that 
had destroyed more than half of Ironhand, how all the world 
leaders were invited to a Conference of Kings at the 
Alchemy Institute to discuss the matter, how the alchemists 
were planning to eliminate Xanthous, and how Brystal was 
currently leading a team of delegates through the Temple of 
Knowledge to find the Book of Sorcery. 

“We all knew Xanthous was innocent, but until a couple of 
hours ago, we didn’t have any proof,” Emerelda said. “Just 
now in the Righteous Empire, we saw Princess Proxima 
summoning the fire with a spell! The alchemists may be 
wrong about Xanthous, but they’re right about the fire! It’s 
spreading through the Southern countryside as we speak 
and destroying everything in its path! If we don’t stop it 
soon, the whole world is going to go up in flames!” 

“Then why travel all the way here?” Madame 
Weatherberry asked. 

Emerelda cringed. “Because there’s only one person we 
know of who’s powerful enough to stop a fire like that,” she 
said. 

Madame Weatherberry went very tense when she 
realized who Emerelda was talking about. The fairy looked 
over her shoulder to the frozen Snow Queen. Her guests 
shrieked when they discovered the monstrous witch in the 
wall of ice behind her. 

“So you've come to set her free,” Madame Weatherberry 
said. 


“I know that sounds bananas—but | don’t know what to 
else to do,” Emerelda said. “There’s no way of telling /for 
when Brystal will get back with the Book of Sorcery, so we 
have to do something drastic before—” 

Emerelda stopped talking mid-sentence when she noticed 
something bizarre about the Snow Queen’s frozen prison. 
The wall was dripping and one of the witch’s frostbitten 
hands was already poking through the ice. 

“Madame Weatherberry, are you defrosting her?” 
Emerelda asked. 

The fairy turned back to the girls and let out a heavy 
sigh. 

“lam,” she said. 

“But... but... but why?” Tangerina asked. 

“| have my own reasons to free her,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. “Although it sounds like yours are far 
more pressing than mine.” 

The fairies and witches couldn’t believe their ears. 

“You mean, you aren’t going to talk us out of it?” Skylene 
asked. 

On the contrary, Madame Weatherberry wanted to 
dissuade them with every fiber of her being. However, the 
fairy had her own plan in motion—and she knew she would 
accomplish it much sooner with her former students’ help. 

“I’m afraid | agree with you,” Madame Weatherberry said. 
“If the world is in danger, then we must do whatever is 
necessary to save it. But if you’re going to free the Snow 
Queen, you must be prepared to stop her by any means 
necessary, too. Are you prepared to do that?” 

Emerelda gulped. “We are,” she said with a confident 
nod. 

“Good,” Madame Weatherberry said, and stepped out of 
their way. “Release her.” 





CHAPTER TWENTyY-I HREE 
a 


A War or Fire, Ice, AND ALCHEMY 


Courew or no curfew, the citizens of Chariot Hills were 


getting out. Shortly after midnight, everyone in the capital 
was awoken by the thunderous blasts of cannons being 
fired in the town square. The citizens peeked out their 
windows to see what was causing the commotion and were 
astonished to see the Alchemy Institute floating above their 
heads. However, their shock quickly turned into terror 
when they saw the Army of the Dead attacking the campus 
with harpoons. In a matter of minutes, the sleepy capital 
had turned into a dangerous battleground. The citizens 
began to panic, knowing if they didn’t leave Chariot Hills 
straightaway, they might not survive until morning. 

While the streets became chaotic with fleeing citizens, 
the Army of the Dead continued their ambush on the 
Alchemy Institute. The dead soldiers reeled in the chains of 
their harpoons until all thirteen facilities slammed down in 
the town square. Upon impact, the clouds beneath the 
campus completely vaporized. The alchemists were still 
stationed on the balcony below the grand armillary sphere 
and they watched in horror as the skeleton army marched 
into the town square and crept toward the institute. 

“They’ve surrounded us!” Dr. Steam cried. 

“How are we going to stop them?” Dr. Storm asked. 

“We’re scientists—not soldiers!” Dr. Stage said. 

Dr. States didn’t seem nearly as distraught as his 
colleagues. The alchemist observed their approaching 


enemy like he was looking down at an opponent’s chess 
pieces. He tapped his cane on the ground three times and 
all the Magbots along the perimeter of the campus linked 
arms, forming a protective barrier around the institute. 

“The Magbots won’t hold them off for long!” Dr. Strand 
said. 

“The soldiers outnumber them ten to one!” Dr. Stats 
said. 

“The Magbots aren’t supposed to stop the soldiers,” Dr. 
States said. “They’re merely a distraction while we get our 
own troops ready.” 

“But, sir, we don’t have an army!” Dr. Star said. 

“Of course we do!” Dr. States grumbled. “Stop being 
scientists for one minute and use your imaginations! We 
have the greatest army the world has ever seen, right at 
our fingertips! Everyone report to your departments at 
once and wait for my commands! The Army of the Dead 
may outnumber us, but we can outsmart them! Now go!” 

The alchemists dispersed and hurried to their 
departments. Across the town square, on the roof of the 
Righteous Palace, the Righteous Emperor was perched on a 
cushy throne being served wine and desserts while he 
watched the battle begin. The clansmen of the Righteous 
Brotherhood cheered for the Army of the Dead like they 
were observing a sporting match. 

“High Commander, send for the champagne,” Seven 
ordered. “This battle is going to be finished before we know 
it.” 

From what he could see, the Righteous Emperor had 
good reason to feel victorious. His Army of the Dead pelted 
the Magbots with their swords and shields, denting and 
bending their metal limbs. Eventually the dead soldiers 
hacked their way through the magic robots and broke 
through their perimeter. Once all the skeletons were past 
the Magbots, the dead soldiers raced toward the institute 
with nothing to stop them—or so they thought. 


Dr. States glared at the approaching army. 

“You heathens have already broken the laws of nature,” 
he said under his breath. “But let’s see how well you do 
against the laws of physics.” 

The alchemist tapped his cane on the floor three times, 
and the doors of the Physics Department burst open. 
Thousands of bright red balls, hundreds of yellow yo-yos, 
and dozens of magnets came rolling out of the facility and 
clashed with the oncoming soldiers. The red balls bounced 
off the skeletons’ bony bodies, knocking off fingers and 
toes. The yellow yo-yos wrapped their strings around the 
soldiers’ feet and tripped them as they ran. The magnets 
magnetized the skeletons’ armor, causing the soldiers to 
slam into one another and stick together. 

The Righteous Emperor scoffed at the institute’s first 
wave of defense. 

“The scientists are putting up a bigger fight than I 
predicted,” Seven said. “But they’re going to need more 
than children’s toys to defeat us.” 

“Dr. Strand! Release the microorganisms!” Dr. States 
commanded, his voice echoing through the institute. 

The biologist kicked open the doors to the Biology 
Department and a stampede of giant cells, viruses, and 
bacteria charged toward the army. White blood cells 
gobbled up the dead soldiers and held them prisoner inside 
their nuclei. Neurons thrashed their long bodies like whips 
and wrapped themselves around the skeletons. Viruses 
rolled through the army, infecting each of the soldiers they 
touched, and the skeletons’ joints became too achy to 
move. A small bacterium was cornered by a dozen dead 
soldiers, but the bacterium began multiplying and quickly 
outnumbered them. 

The Righteous Emperor spit out his wine as he witnessed 
the microorganisms devour his army. 

“Its just beginner’s luck,” Seven said with a cocky 
laugh. “This battle is going to be more entertaining than we 


thought!” 

“Dr. Storm! Release the weather!” Dr. States instructed. 

The Meteorology Department’s umbrella roof rose like 
the lid of a teakettle and several miniature storms erupted 
from inside. Tornadoes spun across the institute, sucking 
the soldiers into their vortexes. A miniature hurricane blew 
through the army, tossing the skeletons across the city with 
powerful winds. Dark clouds hovered over the soldiers, 
drenching them with rain and striking them with lightning. 
Blizzards chased the skeletons across the campus and froze 
their feet to the ground. 

The Righteous Emperor and the clansmen were growing 
more nervous by the second. 

“That has to be it, right?!” Seven asked the clansmen. 
“They can’t possibly have anything more up their sleeves!” 

“Dr. Stage! Release the artifacts!” Dr. States ordered. 
‘And Dr. Sting! Release the swarms!” 

The remains of a massive T. rex, a woolly mammoth, and 
a dozen cavemen came running out from the Anthropology 
Department. The dinosaur flattened the dead soldiers with 
its enormous tail, the mammoth smashed into them with its 
huge tusks, and the cavemen beat them to the ground with 
their clubs. Next, the windows of the Entomology 
Department were flung open and plagues of locusts, 
swarms of wasps, and colonies of ants rained down on the 
dead soldiers. The locusts piled on top of the skeletons until 
they couldn’t move, the wasps covered their bodies in 
nests, and the ants picked their bones apart. 

The Righteous Emperor growled angrily and ripped out 
handfuls of his hair. 

“Shall I cancel the champagne, my lord?” the High 
Commander asked. 

“We need more soldiers! Send in every man we have!” 
Seven yelled. 

“Sir, we don’t have any more soldiers,” the High 
Commander said. 


“Then fetch some crossbows and cannons!” Seven 
ordered. “The clansmen will attack from the roofs!” 

“My lord, you armed the Army of the Dead with our 
entire arsenal,” the High Commander said. “There are no 
more crossbows or cannons.” 

The Righteous Emperor’s eyes bulged and the veins on 
his neck throbbed. He grabbed the High Commander by 
the collar of his uniform and held him over the edge of the 
roof. 

“Are you saying we have NOTHING left to defend 
ourselves with?” Seven roared. 

“We may have a couple butter knives in the kitchen,” the 
High Commander peeped. 

“My lord?” said a clansman. “Forgive the interruption, 
but we might have a bigger problem than the alchemists.” 

“Are you out of your mind?” Seven screamed. “What 
could possibly be bigger?!” 

The clansmen quickly parted to two sides of the roof so 
the Righteous Emperor could see for himself. While the 
clansmen had been fixated on the battle in the town square, 
the Eastern countryside had turned into a blazing inferno. 
The sky was covered in thick black smoke, wildfires were 
spreading rapidly, and from what the Righteous Emperor 
could see, it appeared the flames were headed straight 
toward them. 

“What the devil is that?!” he seethed. 


‘oe ' 


Brystal, Lucy, Ryder, and Gobzella soared over the 
Northeast Ocean aboard Kitty’s back. Ryder steered the 
dragon southwest toward the kingdoms and territories and 
she flew as fast as her wings could carry them. The 
continent eventually appeared on the horizon and the 


dragon flew above the border between the Northern and 
Eastern Kingdoms as she descended toward the city of 
Ironhand. 

“We should touch down in about twenty minutes!” Ryder 
told the others. 

They were so high in the sky the delegates could see for 
hundreds of miles in each direction. As Brystal scanned the 
cold Northern Mountains to her right, she suddenly 
screeched—not because of something she saw, but rather, 
because of something she didn’t see. 

“What’s wrong?” Lucy asked. “Did you see a gremlin on 
the wing?” 

“No!” she said. “Look!” 

Brystal pointed toward the Northern Mountains in a 
panic. 

“I don’t see anything,” Lucy said. 

“Exactly!” Brystal said. “The northern lights are gone!” 

The girls were horrified, but their friends didn’t 
understand. 

“What’s so special about the NORTHERN LIGHTS?” 
Gobzella asked. 

“The northern lights mark the presence of the Snow 
Queen!” Lucy explained. “As long as they’re in the sky, that 
means the Snow Queen is trapped in the Northern 
Mountains!” 

“And if the northern lights are NOT in the sky?” Gobzella 
asked. 

“It means she’s escaped!” Brystal said. 

Ryder did a double take. “Sorry—but who’s the Snow 
Queen?” 

Lucy rolled her eyes. “Boy, you really need to get out 
more!” she said. 

Everyone aboard the dragon suddenly went quiet. Their 
attention was drawn to something rising straight ahead on 
the southern horizon. A gargantuan cloud of thick black 
smoke was billowing up from the countryside, drifting 


across the full moon like a floating mountain. 

“I’ve never seen so much smoke in my life!” Ryder said. 
“And I live on a volcano with dragons!” 

“That’s not a normal fire!” Brystal said. “The Devil’s 
Breath has returned!” 

“Oh no—Xanthous!” Lucy said. “He’s going to get 
blamed for this, too!” 

“Change of plans,” Brystal told the others. “The Book of 
Sorcery can wait another day! We’ve got to stop the fire 
before it spreads around the world! Follow that smoke!” 


‘oo ' 


Immortalia triumphantly led the demons through the 
countryside and toward Chariot Hills. By two o’clock in the 
morning, they finally reached the outskirts of the capital, 
and Immortalia paused the fiery procession at the top ofa 
high hill. From there, Immortalia could see the entire city 
below her. She was thrilled to discover the Army of the 
Dead was engaged in a heated battle with the Alchemy 
Institute. 

“Well, well, well—isn’t this lucky,” Immortalia told the 
demons. “We can get rid of the Righteous Empire and the 
Alchemy Institute with one shot.” 

A wicked laugh erupted from the Immortal’s mouth. This 
was the moment she had been waiting centuries for—she 
was finally going to get her revenge by attacking one of the 
greatest cities in the world—and nothing was standing in 
her way except a few acres of farmland. 

“Demons! Burn that city to the ground!” she ordered. 

The demons were magically compelled to follow her 
commands and they headed toward the city. However, 
Shortly after they began their approach, all the demons 
stopped in their tracks—something very strange was 


hovering in the sky above them. A giant block of ice 
appeared through the smoky haze as it was flown into the 
countryside. The ice was hanging from four flying 
broomsticks. Each of the brooms was steered by a witch 
and carried a fairy passenger. 

“What on earth is that?” Immortalia asked. 

“Put her down over there!” Emerelda instructed her 
friends. 

The witches gently set the block of ice down in the field 
between the demons and Chariot Hills. Once the ice was on 
the ground, the witches and fairies hopped off the 
broomsticks and stood in a row behind it. From the hill, 
Immortalia could see the silhouette of something 
monstrous inside the ice. After one glimpse of the 
creature’s tall snowflake crown, she knew exactly who it 
was. 

“Aren’t they clever,” Immortalia muttered. “They’ve 
resurrected the Snow Queen to stop me—but they’re going 
to need more than a little ice to extinguish my fires. 
Demons! Vaporize that frigid witch!” 

The demons sprinted toward the block of ice and the 
fairies and witches backed away. The demons formed a 
tight circle around the ice and pressed their flaming bodies 
against it. Steam surged into the night sky as the ice 
melted at a rapid pace. 

“Here we go!” Emerelda told her friends. “Remember to 
keep her focused on the fire! And don’t let her get near the 
city!” 

Suddenly, the entire countryside was covered in a 
blinding white flash. The demons surrounding the ice were 
blasted across the field. When the light faded, the block of 
ice was gone, and the Snow Queen was awake. The witch 
let out a horrendous moan as she stretched her stiff body 
for the first time in two years. She gritted her rotten teeth, 
sniffed the smoky air, and growled angrily like an animal 
recently released from a cage. 


“Don’t just stand there!” Immortalia shouted. “Demons! 
Destroy her!” 

Although the Snow Queen was blind, she could feel the 
warmth emitting from the demons’ bodies. The witch 
extended her right hand and a brand-new icicle scepter 
grew from her palm. The Snow Queen struck the ground 
with her scepter and sent a powerful frost in every 
direction. The cold breeze knocked the fairies, witches, and 
demons off their feet. The frost spread across the 
countryside and instantly extinguished all the wildfires in 
the Empire. Only the demons themselves were left ablaze. 

The fairies and witches helped one another off the 
ground and stared at the Snow Queen in terror. 

“She seems more powerful than she was before,” 
Tangerina said. 

“She’s angrier,” Emerelda said. 

Once the demons were back on their feet, they charged 
the witch again. The Snow Queen pointed her scepter at 
the ground, creating thick walls of ice in their path. The 
demons slammed into the icy barriers, but their bodies 
were so warm the ice didn’t stay standing for long. The 
fairies and witches were relieved as they watched the Snow 
Queen duel the demons. 

“It’s working,” Skylene said. 

“She’s stopped the fires and she’s keeping them away 
from the city!” Mrs. Vee said. 

“Let’s hope it stays that way,” Emerelda said. 

The fairies and witches felt a strong wind as something 
large swooped down from the sky. They looked up and were 
shocked to see a massive dragon flying above their heads— 
but even more alarming was seeing the four people who 
were riding the dragon. 

“Brystal!” the fairies gasped. 

“Lucy!” the witches cried. 

“You're alive!” the girls cheered together. 

Kitty landed in the field behind the fairies and witches. 


Brystal, Lucy, Ryder, and Gobzella quickly climbed off the 
dragon’s back. The fairies and witches were so excited to 
see Brystal and Lucy they tackled the girls to the ground. 
However, the happy reunion was cut short when the 
newcomers caught sight of the Snow Queen. 

“Can someone tell me what she’s doing here?” Brystal 
asked. 

“You first!” Tangerina said. “Where did that dragon come 
from?” 

“It’s a long story—we’ll chat later,” Lucy said. 

“Did you get the Book of Sorcery?” Emerelda asked. 

“No—someone already took it!” Brystal said. 

“Who?” Skylene asked. 

Lucy gazed into the distance and dramatically pointed to 
the hill. 

“As a matter of fact—she did!” she announced. 

“Wait, Princess Proxima has the Book of Sorcery?” Mrs. 
Vee asked. 

“That’s not Princess Proxima,” Brystal told them. “That’s 
Queen Immortalia—she’s the Immortal! She took the Book 
of Sorcery from the Temple of Knowledge centuries ago!” 

“So that’s the book she was reading from!” Pip said. 
“The Book of Sorcery must contain a spell that controls the 
fire people!” 

“Wait, fire people?” Lucy asked. 

Pip pointed toward the demons battling the Snow Queen. 
Lucy and Brystal felt as if the wind had been knocked out of 
their lungs. 

“The fire’s moving like people!” Lucy said. 

“Pretty awesome, huh?” Stitches asked. 

“This p-p-proves Xanthous is in-in-innocent!” Beebee 
said. 

“We saw Proxima summon the fire in the countryside!” 
Emerelda said. “We were afraid the fire was going to 
destroy the whole Empire. So we went into the Northern 
Mountains and brought back the Snow Queen.” 


“And Madame Weatherberry let you?” Brystal asked. 

“Are you kidding? She encouraged it!” Tangerina said. 

“And so far, so good!” Skylene noted. 

Brystal was overwhelmed by all the information her 
friends were giving her. Her eyes darted around the 
countryside—from the Snow Queen to the fire people to the 
Book of Sorcery clutched tightly in Immortalia’s arms— 
while she plotted their next move. 

“First things first—we have to get the Book of Sorcery 
away from Immortalia,” Brystal said. “There’s a spell inside 
the book that can stop the Snow Queen and the fires!” 

“Then we might want to hurry,” Lucy said. “Looks like 
someone is about to beat us to it!” 

The fairies and witches looked to the hill where 
Immortalia was standing. To their surprise, a chariot pulled 
by four enormous jackalopes was sneaking up behind her. 
The horned rabbits were steered by a young man in black- 
and-white-checkered armor while another young man stood 
behind him. Before Immortalia heard them coming, the 
chariot sped right past her and the second young man 
snatched the Book of Sorcery out of her hands. 

The fairies and witches were overjoyed when they 
recognized the passenger. 

“Xanthous!” they cheered. 

“He’s all right!” Tangerina said. 

“And he’s got the book!” Skylene said. 

“Wait, why does he want the book?” Emerelda asked. 

“Who cares?! Don’t look a gift mallard in the beak!” Lucy 
said. 

The Immortal was enraged as she watched the elf and 
the fairy get away. 

“Noooooooooo!” she howled. “Demons! After them! 
Bring me back my book!” 

Upon her command, the demons abandoned their duel 
with the Snow Queen and chased after the chariot. The 
demons’ silhouettes changed from the shape of people into 


the shape of tigers. The fiery felines raced after the boys. 
Elrik steered the jackalopes in erratic loops to avoid being 
struck by the demons’ flaming paws. 

“They need our help!” Brystal told her friends. “Stitches, 
Sprout, Beebee, and Pip! Get on your brooms and try to get 
the book from Xanthous! Ryder and I will follow behind 
you! Emerelda, Tangerina, Skylene, and Mrs. Vee! Make 
sure the Snow Queen doesn’t leave the countryside! Lucy 
and Gobzella! Keep an eye on the Immortal!” 

Without a moment to lose, everyone separated to follow 
Brystal’s instructions. The fairies lined up behind the Snow 
Queen, Lucy and Gobzella sped across the field toward 
Immortalia, and the witches hopped onto their brooms and 
flew to Xanthous’s aid. When the witches arrived, the 
demons were closing in on the chariot and getting ready to 
pounce. 

“Hey, Xanthous!” Stitches called down. “Up here!” 

Xanthous was surprised to see the witches following him 
from the air. 

“What are you guys doing here?” he asked. 

“We’re trying to help you!” Sprout said. 

“Toss us the Book of Sorcery before the fires get you!” 
Pip said. 

“Wait—this is the Book of Sorcery?” he asked. 

“Just p-p-pass us the dang b-b-book!” Beebee said. 

Seconds before the demons were about to tackle the 
chariot, Xanthous threw the Book of Sorcery as high as he 
could. Pip swooped through the air and caught the book 
with her skunk tail. 

“Don’t let them get away!” Immortalia screamed from 
the hill. “Demons! Fly!” 

The demons changed silhouettes again, and the fiery 
felines morphed into a flock of flaming hawks! The blazing 
birds soared after Pip, chasing her through the sky. As the 
birds zeroed in on her, Pip quickly tossed the Book of 
Sorcery to Beebee. The hawks abruptly changed course, 


but Beebee threw the book to Sprout before they got too 
close. Sprout covertly passed the book to Stitches as she 
zipped by, and the demons lost track of it. 

The witches exchanged the Book of Sorcery—from 
Beebee to Sprout, from Sprout to Pip, from Pip back to 
Beebee, from Beebee to Stitches—and the demons became 
confused. Eventually, the demons caught wind of what was 
happening and followed the book as it returned to Stitches. 
The hawks surrounded Stitches in midair and blocked her 
from passing it to the other witches. 

“Stitches! To your left!” 

Kitty did a barrel turn through the air, and the dragon 
blew the demons across the sky with the powerful wind her 
massive wings created. Stitches saw Brystal and Ryder 
riding on Kitty’s back and she tossed them the Book of 
Sorcery. The dragon soared higher and higher, but the 
demons relentlessly followed. Brystal tried to zap the 
hawks with her wand, but there were too many to fight on 
her own. 

“Brystal! Down here!” Xanthous called from the ground. 
“I know how to stop the demons!” 

“Demons?” Brystal asked. 

“It’s a long story!” he said. “Toss me the book!” 

Brystal dropped the Book of Sorcery and it plummeted 
toward the earth. Xanthous dived to the ground and caught 
it in his arms. The demons immediately did a sharp turn 
and skyrocketed after the book. As the hawks flew straight 
toward him, Xanthous quickly flipped through the pages, 
but the entire book was written in a language he didn’t 
understand. 

“Which page has the oath?” Xanthous cried. 

“Are there any words you recognize?” Elrik asked him. 

“No!” Xanthous said. “What do I do?” 

As the boys frantically searched through the book, they 
noticed each passage included a sketch. There were images 
of skeletons and newborn babies, a full moon and a bright 


sun, flowers and weeds, and every animal and insect in 
existence. 

“Ignore the words and focus on the illustrations,” Elrik 
said. “They should give you a hint about what each passage 
means!” 

Xanthous found an illustration of a throne surrounded by 
fire. He showed it to Elrik and the boys looked at each 
other with the same wide-eyed expression—that had to be 
it! Above them, the demons were descending faster and 
faster. Xanthous took a deep breath and read the passage 
from the Book of Sorcery, praying it was the oath of the 
Demon King. 

“Demonous karta, demonous marta! Demonous infintay 
en demonous traynata!” 

Xanthous and Elrik threw their arms around each other, 
expecting to be hit with thousands of flaming hawks at 
once. However, instead of landing on top of the boys, the 
demons landed in a circle around them—and as each 
demon hit the ground, they took on the shape of a person 
again. Xanthous slipped out of Elrik’s arms and floated into 
the air. His eyes started to glow, a golden crown appeared, 
hovering over his head like an angel’s halo, and a long cape 
of fire grew down his back like the wings of a phoenix. 

“It’s working!” Elrik cheered. “You did it, Xanthous!” 

The demons were finally freed from the Immortal’s spell 
and they knelt before their new leader. Kitty landed beside 
the demons, and Brystal and Ryder stared at Xanthous in 
astonishment. 

“What’s happening to him?” Brystal asked. “Why is the 
fire bowing to him?” 

“Because he’s the new Demon King!” Elrik said. 

Ryder did a double take. “Sorry—did he say Demon 
King?” 

“This time I’m just as confused as you are,” Brystal said. 

Xanthous landed gently on the ground and looked at his 
crown and cape in awe. 


“How do I look?” he asked. 

“Like you were born for it,” Elrik said with a smile. 

Before Brystal had a chance to ask any more questions, 
Immortalia appeared out of nowhere and sprinted right 
past her. The Immortal yanked the Book of Sorcery out of 
Xanthous’s hands and then ran off in the opposite direction. 

“I won't let you ruin this for me!” Immortalia yelled over 
her shoulder. “I’ve waited too long to let you take it from—” 

“Not so fast, you EVIL OLD LADY!” 

Gobzella and Lucy jumped in front of Immortalia and she 
slammed into the goblin’s muscular body like it was a brick 
wall. As Immortalia fell backward, Lucy hit the ground with 
her fist and a sinkhole appeared behind her. The Immortal 
rolled into the hole and hit the bottom with a hard thump. 
Immortalia moaned and groaned as she tried to climb out, 
but the sides of the hole were too steep—she was trapped. 

“You'll pay for this!” Immortalia screamed. 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah—send us a bill,” Lucy said. 

Gobzella reached into the hole and pulled the Book of 
Sorcery out of Immortalia’s hands with ease. 

“Heads-up, FAIRY GODMOTHER!” the goblin said, and 
tossed it to her. 

Brystal couldn’t believe she was holding the Book of 
Sorcery. Everything the fairies needed to defeat the Army 
of the Dead was finally in her hands. She flipped through 
its ancient parchment pages, and, as with Xanthous, the 
illustrations helped her guess what each passage was 
intended for. She assumed the sketch of a wilted flower was 
for a spell to disarm; the sketch of a skull was for a spell to 
destroy; and the sketch of a newborn baby was for a spell 
to resurrect. 

Unfortunately, Brystal was just as devastated as she was 
relieved. Now that the Book of Sorcery was in her 
possession, her friends would expect her to kill the 
Immortal, and Brystal would be forced to disappoint them. 

“What are you waiting for?” Lucy asked. “The Immortal 


is right in front of you! Knock her old dusty lights out while 
you have the chance!” 

Brystal turned toward Lucy with tears in her eyes and 
slowly shook her head. 

“I can't,” she confessed. 

Lucy was flabbergasted. “What?” she asked. “But you 
have to or you'll die!” 

“I would rather die than spend the rest of my life feeling 
like a murderer,” Brystal said. 

“You can’t be serious!” Lucy said. “This woman just tried 
to fry the whole world! She doesn’t deserve to live! You 
do!” 

“But I don’t want to live with the guilt of taking another 
life,” Brystal said. “Please understand.” 

The girls were sidetracked by the sounds of screaming. 
They looked across the field and were reminded the battle 
was only halfover. 

Emerelda, Tangerina, Skylene, and Mrs. Vee were 
desperately trying to block the Snow Queen from entering 
Chariot Hills, but the witch was too powerful. Emerelda 
had surrounded her in tall emerald pillars, but the Snow 
Queen demolished them with icy blasts from her scepter. 
Tangerina tried to stick the witch to the grass, but the 
Snow Queen froze the fairy’s bumblebees before they got 
close enough to douse her with honey. Skylene hit the witch 
with geysers of water, but the water froze upon contact and 
shattered across the ground. Mrs. Vee pelted the witch’s 
head with a whole set of saucers, which greatly annoyed 
the Snow Queen, but did nothing to delay her. 

The Snow Queen waved her scepter and froze the fairies 
in giant blocks of ice. A raspy cackle erupted from deep 
within the witch’s throat as she entered Chariot Hills and 
disappeared from Brystal’s sight. 

“Demons! Thaw out my friends!” Xanthous ordered. “And 
please hurry!” 

While the demons raced to save the fairies, both Brystal 


and Lucy knew their discussion about the Immortal would 
have to wait. 

“We have to stop the Snow Queen!” Brystal cried. 

“That doesn’t mean this conversation is over!” Lucy said. 

“Gobzella, stay here and make sure Immortalia doesn’t 
move,” Brystal said. “Ryder, I need you and Kitty to take me 
to the city—fast!” 





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
Se tt 


‘THe FIERY FAREWELL 


The Righteous Emperor’s luck was starting to change. 


Outside the city, the wildfires had miraculously been 
extinguished by an unexpected frost, and inside the city, 
the Army of the Dead was finally gaining ground in their 
battle against the alchemists. No matter how many times 
the dead soldiers were knocked down by red balls, or 
trapped by enormous white blood cells, or electrocuted by 
lightning—the skeletons always got back to their feet. 

Eventually, all the robots, magnets, microorganisms, 
storms, artifacts, and insects had been released, and the 
alchemists were running out of ways to defend themselves. 
The skeletons blocked the entrances to all thirteen 
departments, trapping the alchemists inside their facilities. 

“It’s over, Dr. States,” Seven called from the roof of the 
Righteous Palace. “Surrender now and I promise to give 
you and your colleagues a swift execution.” 

“You may destroy us, but you’ll never destroy what we 
stand for!” Dr. States called back. “No matter how much 
hatred you spread, no matter how many lies you tell, no 
matter how many history books you rewrite, science is 
truth—and you cannot defeat the truth!” 

“We’ll see about that,” Seven sneered. “Guards! Finish 
them!” 

Just as the Army of the Dead was about to storm inside 
the Alchemy Institute, a brisk chill blew through the air. 
The temperature dropped so significantly, the dead 


soldiers’ jaws began chattering. The Righteous Emperor 
and the Righteous Brotherhood shivered as they searched 
the town square for whatever was causing the cold. 

“Why is the air freezing?” Seven asked his men. 

“I don’t know, my lord,” the High Commander said. “It 
must be them.” 

He pointed to the alchemists, but the scientists were just 
as confused as the clansmen. 

“Dr. Storm, is this your doing?” Dr. States asked. 

“Don’t look at me,” the meteorologist said. “My blizzards 
are all out of ice.” 

A few moments later the clansmen and the scientists had 
their answer—and for the first time all night, they were 
united by fear. The Snow Queen crept down an alleyway 
and emerged into the town square, freezing the 
cobblestones under her feet as she walked. 

“The Snow Queen!” the High Commander gasped. “She’s 
returned!” 

“Guards! Obliterate that witch!” Seven ordered. 

The Army of the Dead left the Alchemy Institute and 
surrounded the Snow Queen. The witch could hear the 
skeletons approaching, she could smell their decaying 
bones, but she couldn’t feel their cold bodies as easily as 
she could sense the demons. The dead soldiers loaded their 
crossbows and fired a round of bloodstone arrows at the 
Snow Queen. The witch shielded herself with a wall of ice, 
but the arrows zipped right through her magic and 
penetrated her frostbitten skin. The Snow Queen screamed 
in agony at the arrows sticking into her shoulder and legs. 

“Well done!” Seven cheered. “Now aim for her heart!” 

The Snow Queen pointed her scepter toward the sound 
of the Righteous Emperor’s voice. An icy blast erupted from 
the tip of her scepter and froze Seven and all the clansmen 
standing on the roof. The men moaned as they tried to 
break through the ice covering their bodies, but it was so 
thick they couldn’t move a muscle. 


The Army of the Dead reloaded their crossbows and fired 
arrows again, this time piercing the witch’s back and 
stomach. The Snow Queen wailed as black blood oozed 
from her wounds and ran down her body. The witch waved 
her scepter in a giant circle, freezing the skeletons nearby, 
but there were still hundreds more to go. 

Kitty swooped down from the sky, carrying Ryder and 
Brystal aboard her back. Brystal gasped when she saw the 
dead soldiers pelting the witch with arrows. If the skeletons 
killed the Snow Queen, then Madame Weatherberry would 
be slaughtered in the process. 

“Get me as close to the Snow Queen as you can!” Brystal 
told Ryder. 

He gripped the dragon’s reins and steered Kitty toward 
the center of the town square. The dragon landed next to 
the Snow Queen, rattling the Alchemy Institute upon 
impact. The alchemists were flabbergasted to see the 
creature. 

“Sir, the Fairy Godmother has returned with a dragon!” 
Dr. Stone shouted. 

Dr. States was more interested in the book Brystal was 
holding. 

“My God,” he said. “She did it—she got the Book of 
Sorcery!” 

“What should we do, sir?” Dr. Strait asked. 

“There’s nothing we can do,” Dr. States said. “It’s up to 
her now.” 

The Army of the Dead continued firing bloodstone 
arrows at the Snow Queen. Brystal flipped open the Book of 
Sorcery and turned to the page with the sketch of the skull. 
She pointed her wand at the skeletons and recited the 
passage as loudly as she could. 

“FEliminous pardomous, mortamay pardomous!” 

An eerie silence fell over the town square. At first Brystal 
worried she had read the wrong passage but then, as if the 
life were being sucked out the skeletons, a thick black 


smoke expelled from each soldier’s body. The smoke rose 
into the sky, spinning like a cyclone of chaotic beasts, and 
then disappeared into the light of the full moon. One by 
one, the soldiers dropped their weapons and collapsed into 
a pile of bones—and this time, the Army of the Dead didn’t 
get back to their feet. 

“MMMMMMHHHHMMMMM!"” Seven growled. 

The Righteous Emperor’s precious army had been 
destroyed right in front of his eyes and there was nothing 
he could do to stop it. Seven was so enraged his body 
temperature skyrocketed and the ice containing him began 
to melt. Although his mouth was covered, his furious 
screams echoed through the town square. 

“It’s over, Seven,” Brystal said. “You lost.” 

Lucy, Xanthous, and Elrik ran into the town square and 
the fairies and witches followed them. The group was 
shocked by all the destruction throughout the town square 
—especially the battered institute. However, their 
uneasiness quickly turned into euphoria once they noticed 
the piles of bones around them. 

“They’re gone!” Emerelda said with tears in her eyes. 
“The Army of the Dead is finally gone!” 

The fairies and witches cheered and embraced one 
another. Brystal wanted to join her friends’ celebration, but 
the Snow Queen was still at large. She opened the Book of 
Sorcery to the page with the wilted flower and began 
reading the passage beside it, eager to put an end to the 
Snow Queen’s reign of terror once and for all. 

“Inferness infanata, inferness dull—” 

“BRYSTAL! LOOK OUT!” Lucy shouted. 

Before Brystal could turn around, she was hit by a 
powerful blow. The Snow Queen had propelled her, Ryder, 
and Kitty across the town square with an icy blast. The 
dragon crashed through the glass wall of the Botany 
Department and landed among the plants. Brystal and 
Ryder hit the side of the Astrology Department and were 


held in place by a sheet of ice. The Book of Sorcery was 
frozen to the wall above Brystal’s head, just a few feet out 
of reach. Brystal struggled against the ice trapping her, but 
Ryder didn’t move—the blow had knocked him 
unconscious. 

“Ryder? Are you hurt?” she asked, but he didn’t respond. 

The Snow Queen pulled the arrows from her body and 
then loomed toward Brystal with her scepter raised. Just as 
the witch was about to strike Brystal with another powerful 
blow, the Snow Queen was hit in her wounded shoulder 
with a ball of fire. 

“Leave her alone!” Xanthous yelled. 

The Snow Queen jerked her head toward the sound of 
Xanthous’s voice. The witch pointed her scepter in his 
direction and a massive blast erupted from the tip. 
Xanthous raised his hands and protected himself and his 
friends with a shield of fire. However, the Snow Queen’s icy 
blast stayed steady, and Xanthous struggled to keep his 
shield up. 

“She’s too powerful—I can’t hold it forever!” Xanthous 
cried. 

“Don’t just stand there! Ask your new friends for help!” 
Lucy said. 

“Oh, good idea! Demons! I could use a hand!” 

His command summoned the demons to the town square 
and the fiery people grew up from the ground all around 
him. The demons pressed their flaming bodies into 
Xanthous’s shield, which strengthened the barrier—but 
unfortunately, even with the demons’ help, they couldn’t 
hold off the Snow Queen’s magic. 

Brystal fought against the ice pinning her to the 
Astrology Department, and the sheet started to crack. 
Eventually, the ice chipped away and Brystal wriggled out 
from underneath it. She pointed her wand at the Book of 
Sorcery—intending to free it from the ice—but the sound of 
stomping caught her off guard. Kitty emerged from the 


Botany Department, covered from head to toe in scrapes 
and leaves. The dragon roared furiously as she crept 
toward the Snow Queen and smoke rose from her nostrils. 
The witch was so fixated on destroying Xanthous, she didn’t 
notice the giant creature sneaking up behind her. Kitty took 
a deep breath and a fiery geyser erupted from her mouth. 

“Noooooooooo!” Brystal screamed. 

She pointed her wand at the Snow Queen and created a 
protective bubble around the witch. Kitty didn’t understand 
why her fire wasn’t reaching the witch and tried again. The 
dragon took a deeper breath and an even stronger geyser 
shot out of her mouth. 

“Ryder! Wake up!” Brystal said. “You have to tell Kitty to 
back off!” 

Ryder moaned as he stirred back to consciousness, but 
his eyes remained closed. 

The dragon’s breath was so forceful, it was hard for 
Brystal to stay on her feet, let alone keep her wand in 
position. The more time passed, the weaker Brystal’s 
bubble became—but the Snow Queen was only getting 
stronger. Her icy blast backed the demons, the fairies, and 
the witches up against the Righteous Palace—they were 
trapped! 

“Brystal, lower your wand.” 

The calm voice caught Brystal by surprise. She looked 
over her shoulder and saw that Madame Weatherberry had 
appeared beside her. 

“I can’t!” she said. “If I lower my wand the dragon will 
kill the Snow Queen!” 

“I know,” the fairy said. “I want the Snow Queen to die.” 

“But... but... but you'll die with her!” 

Madame Weatherberry nodded somberly. “It’s time for 
the Snow Queen’s story to end,” she said. “And mine with 
it.” 

Brystal thought her ears were deceiving her—she 
couldn’t have heard the fairy correctly. 
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“Madame Weatherberry, you can’t die!” she said. “I only 
have seven days left to live! The fairies will need you when 
I’m gone!” 

“They won’t need me, because you aren’t going 
anywhere,” the fairy said. 

“Yes, I am! I made a deal with Death!” 

“Yes, but I also made a deal with Death,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. “When you told me you weren’t going 
to kill the Immortal, I couldn’t just sit back and let you die. 
I reached out to Death and made him an offer. I convinced 
him that as long as the Snow Queen remained in the ice, 
she and I would also be Immortal. Having more than one 
Immortal in the world didn’t sit well with him, and he 
agreed to spare you in exchange for us. So I began 
defrosting the Snow Queen ever so slightly, until she 
started to slowly suffocate in the ice. Just before she and I 
crossed over, your friends arrived and asked for my help. 
Now here we are—and it’s up to you to finish the job.” 

Brystal was so overwhelmed she started losing her grip 
on her wand. 

“No!” she said. “I could never hurt you!” 

“Brystal, there’s no time to argue,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. “Your friends are in trouble. The Snow 
Queen is much more powerful than she was before—she 
has two years of anger built up inside of her—and this time, 
I can’t help you fight her. This may be your only chance to 
destroy her for good.” 

Brystal shook her head as tears spilled down her face. 

“Please don’t make me do this!” she cried. “I don’t want 
to kill you!” 

“You aren’t killing me—you’re setting me free,” the fairy 
said. “Every day I spent in that cave was a nightmare and a 
constant reminder of the monster I created. I’m tired of 
living with the guilt and I’m tired of living with the shame. 
But you could save me from that misery—you could save 
me from an eternity of pain.” 


The fairies and witches screamed as Xanthous’s shield 
buckled under the Snow Queen’s steady blast. In just a few 
moments, they would all be obliterated. Brystal knew what 
she had to do. 

“T’ll never forgive myself for this!” she cried. 

“There’s nothing to be forgiven for,” Madame 
Weatherberry said. “Ending the Snow Queen is the only 
way to save you and your friends. Just lower your wand and 
all of this will go away. Lower your wand and Tl finally be 
at peace.” 

Brystal was sobbing so hard her entire body was 
shaking. 

“I love you, Madame Weatherberry!” 

“I love you, too.” 

It took every ounce of strength in Brystal’s body to keep 
her wand up, but every ounce of willpower to lower it. Her 
wand gradually fell to her side, the bubble disappeared 
around the Snow Queen, and the witch was consumed by 
the dragon’s breath. While the Snow Queen burned alive 
her bloodcurdling screams echoed for miles. However, as 
the witch was incinerated, Madame Weatherberry had 
never looked so serene. The fairy beamed with gratitude 
and exhaled peacefully as all the guilt, shame, and pain 
lifted from her spirit. 

Madame Weatherberry spent her final moments 
watching Brystal and the fairies with a loving gaze and a 
proud smile. 

“You are my greatest dreams come true,” she said. 

Like a beautiful rainbow after a long storm, Madame 
Weatherberry slowly faded from sight, and when the 
dragon finished her fiery attack, not a single trace of the 
fairy or the Snow Queen remained. Brystal dropped to her 
knees and wept uncontrollably. The fairies and witches 
gathered around Brystal, but they couldn’t stop their own 
grief from surfacing as they comforted her. 


ex o* 


Following the Snow Queen’s demise, Xanthous and Skylene 
worked together using streams of warm water to melt all 
the ice covering Chariot Hills. By sunrise the whole city 
had been defrosted, including the Righteous Emperor and 
the Righteous Brotherhood. Emerelda, Tangerina, Sprout, 
and Mrs. Vee enjoyed putting the clansmen in shackles 
made from emerald, honey, vines, and tablecloths. Once the 
clansmen were restrained, Dr. States and the Magbots 
marched the men across the crumbling town square and 
locked them away in the prison they used to run. 

While the clansmen were taken into custody, the 
alchemists cleaned up their battered institute and 
examined the wounded. Dr. Stent checked on Ryder’s 
concussion and made him count his fingers and walk in a 
straight line. Dr. Stag bandaged the cuts covering Kitty’s 
body and stealthily managed to take a sample of the 
dragon’s blood when she wasn’t looking. 

The witches swept all the Army of the Dead’s remains 
into one giant pile—and Stitches even pocketed a few skulls 
for her private collection. 

Everyone was doing their part to clean up after the 
battle, but Brystal hadn’t moved since the Snow Queen was 
slain. She stayed seated on the ground, silently staring at 
the spot where the witch had been incinerated. Brystal 
prayed with all her heart that part of Madame 
Weatherberry had survived the Snow Queen’s death—she 
hoped, at any moment, she would see the fairy rising from 
the ashes—but she never returned. 

“Well, this week has been a kick to the tail feathers,” 
Lucy said. “I don’t know about you, but I’m taking a much- 
needed vacation after all of this.” 

Lucy sat on the ground beside Brystal but she didn’t look 


up. 


“You did the right thing, you know,” she said. 

“Did I?” Brystal asked. 

“Of course,” Lucy said. “You saved our lives. If you 
hadn’t lowered your wand, the Snow Queen would have 
killed us—and God only knows what she would have done 
after that.” 

“Then why do J feel like a murderer?” Brystal asked. 

Lucy put her arm over Brystal’s shoulders. 

“Because you’re a good person—and good people can 
find guilt in a salad if they look hard enough.” Lucy 
laughed. “I know it’s difficult to process now, but Madame 
Weatherberry sacrificed herself to save you—that’s the 
truth. This was her choice, not yours. And if I have to 
remind you of that every hour of every day for the rest of 
my life, I will.” 

“Thanks, Lucy,” she said. 

“You’re welcome,” she said. “And for what it’s worth, of 
all the people I know who’ve been forced to let a fire- 
breathing dragon incinerate the magically detached body of 
their former mentor—you’re handling it the best.” 

A small smile came to Brystal’s face. 

“I suppose you’re right,” she said. “Madame 
Weatherberry gave me a gjift—it’d be an insult to her 
memory if I wasted it on guilt.” 

“Atta girl,” Lucy said, and patted her on the back. 
“Thanks to Madame Weatherberry, our adventures are just 
getting started. And we’ll always have her to thank.” 

Without warning, the town square began to rumble with 
the intensity of an earthquake. The ground cracked and 
separated as the opening of a tunnel appeared in the 
middle of the city. The fairies and witches gathered around 
the mysterious tunnel and peered inside. It seemed to 
stretch for miles underground with no end in sight. 

The demons walked through the capital and lined up at 
the tunnel’s entrance. As a demon passed by Xanthous, 
they waved their hand over the wall of the Righteous 


Palace and burned a message into the bricks: 

TIME TO GO HOME. 

“| guess that’s my cue,” Xanthous told the others. 

“I can’t believe we're friends with the heir to the Demon 
Throne,” Tangerina said. 

“Who would have thought?” Skylene said. 

“My father always said a boy like me would end up 
burning with demons, but he never said | would get to rule 
them,” Xanthous said. 

“Are you sure you have to live with them?” Emerelda 
asked him. “I mean, couldn’t you rule the Demons 
remotely?” 

Xanthous smiled as he watched the demons head down 
the tunnel. 

“I’m actually looking forward to it,” he said. “Look at 
them, Em. I’ve found another world that loves and accepts 
me just as | am. How lucky is that? The only difference is 
this one needs me. And I think part of me has always 
needed them, too.” 

“We're going to miss you so much,” Brystal said. 

“Have fun being a king, buddy,” Lucy said. 

“Don’t forget to write!” Mrs. Vee said. “I want to know 
what demons wear, what they eat, and if there are any 
eligible demon bachelors my age! HA-HA!” 

“Don’t worry, l'Il tell you all about it when | come back to 
visit,” he said. “I promise.” 

Xanthous gave each of his friends a tight hug good-bye. 
When he had said good-bye to the fairies and witches, he 
noticed Elrik sulking near the tunnel. 

“Į guess this is farewell,” the elf said. 

The boys exchanged a bittersweet smile, not knowing 
what to say. 

“It doesn’t have to be,” Xanthous said. “You could always 
come with me.” 

Elrik laughed like he was joking. 


“I’m serious,” Xanthous said. “We could rule the demons 
together. Who knows? | might need some help down there.” 

“You want me to come with you? To the center of the 
earth?” the elf asked. 

“I mean, unless you wanted to go back to the Elf 
Territory.” 

“Of course | don’t! But won’t | burn down there?” 

Xanthous offered Elrik his hand with a sweet smile. 

“I control the fires now,” he said. “I can protect you.” 

Elrik smiled from ear to ear as he considered the offer, 
but it didn’t take long to decide. The elf eagerly took the 
fairy’s hand and they followed the demons to their new 
home in the center of the earth. The fairies and witches 
waved as Xanthous and Elrik walked deeper and deeper 
underground. Once they were out of sight, the tunnel sank 
into the dirt and disappeared. 

After the boys were gone, the fairies and witches looked 
around the ravished town square and the damaged Alchemy 
Institute and collectively sighed. 

“What a dump,” Lucy said. “It looks like a group of child 
stars threw a party.” 

“It’s going to take months to get this place cleaned up,” 
Brystal said. 

Ryder and Kitty turned to each other with matching grins, 
thinking the same thing. 

“Actually, we might be able to help with that,” he said. 





CHAPTER [TWENTY-FIVE 
Se 


A NEGLECTED SCIENCE 


Although the Caretaker Supreme was furious with her son 


for entering the Temple of Knowledge against her will—and 
livid that he’d taken a dragon outside the Dragon Keys 
without her permission—she was very proud to learn her 
son’s disobedient efforts had helped save the world. Ryder 
and Brystal told her about the damage the Army of the 
Dead had inflicted on Chariot Hills and the Alchemy 
Institute and they convinced the Caretaker Supreme to 
loan them a great albino dragon. Six days later, after the 
dragon had consumed the city and campus in its restorative 
flames, the capital was as good as new, and the institute 
returned to its usual location over the Southern Sea. 

As a thank-you for saving them from the Army of the 
Dead, Dr. States invited Brystal to the Alchemy Institute for 
tea. The alchemist was particularly excited to show off the 
newest resident of their Biology Department. Brystal 
peered into the cell next to Carole, the common cold, and 
found the disgraced Righteous Emperor pouting on the 
floor. 

“We’re calling him the hate virus,” Dr. States told her. 
“We thought the Biology Department was the most 
appropriate place to keep him. That way, we can make sure 
he doesn’t spread, just like all the other contagious 
microorganisms.” 

“It’s perfect,” Brystal said. “Where did you decide to 
keep Immortalia?” 


“She’s in the Anthropology Department with the other 
relics,” Dr. States said. “Dr. Stage is very excited to have a 
living history book in his possession.” 

“It’s a win-win for everyone,” Brystal said. 

Seven rolled his eyes at her enthusiasm and let out an 
aggravated moan. 

“What have you done to my Empire?” he griped. 

“I’m afraid it’s not your Empire anymore,” Brystal said 
with a cheeky smile. “The throne is being passed down to 
your heir.” 

“Heir?” Seven scoffed. “I don’t have an heir!” 

“Of course you do,” Brystal said. “Remember your cousin 
Penny Charming?” 

Seven’s face turned bright red. 

“Mousy little Penny is going to be Empress of my 
Righteous Empire?” he sneered. 

“Oh, good heavens no,” Brystal said with a laugh. “Penny 
is going to be Queen of the Charming Kingdom. She’s 
decided to change the empire back into a kingdom, and 
given what her poor citizens have been through, she’s also 
changing its name to something more cheerful.” 

“But that means your gangly brother is going to be—” 

“The King Consort—I know! Isn’t that exciting? Poor 
Barrie has been a nervous wreck since he found out. As a 
matter of fact, Penny’s coronation is this afternoon. I better 
be on my way before I’m late.” 

“Tl walk you out,” Dr. States said. 

The alchemist escorted Brystal out of the Biology 
Department, leaving Seven alone with his grievances. As 
Dr. States and Brystal walked down the floating path 
through the institute, Brystal reached into a satchel over 
her shoulder and removed the Book of Sorcery. 

“Before I go, I wanted to leave this with you,” she said. 

Dr. States was surprised by the offer. 

“Are you sure you want us to keep it?” he asked. 

“T think it’s better off with you,” Brystal said. “There are 


spells within those pages no one should ever have access 
to. We can’t afford for the Book of Sorcery to fall into the 
wrong hands—and there are a lot fewer hands up here than 
on land.” 

Dr. States seemed touched by the gesture of confidence. 

“We’ll guard it with our lives,” he said. “Before you 
leave, I would like to extend an apology to you and your 
friends.” 

“What for?” she asked. 

“We were wrong to blame Mr. Hayfield for the fires—just 
like our ancestors were wrong to blame dragons in the 
past,” he said. “We’ve also been wrong to turn a blind eye 
to tyranny and to ignore dictators like the Righteous 
Emperor. Had we interfered sooner, we may have 
prevented the attack on our institute. It’s been an 
unfortunate but necessary wake-up call for us. Fortunately, 
through it all, it’s forced me and my colleagues to 
recognize a science we’ve been neglecting—a science that, 
with proper care and attention, will guarantee we make 
better decisions in the future.” 

“What’s that?” Brystal asked. 

“The science of mistakes,” Dr. States said. “One mistake 
can teach you just as much as any experiment. And perhaps 
the biggest mistake alchemists have made over the 
centuries is forgetting to include compassion into our 
analysis. Humanity may have its flaws, but distancing 
ourselves from the world hasn’t been as beneficial as we 
thought. In many ways, we’ve forgotten what it means to be 
human. But we’d like to change that.” 

“Tm glad to hear it,” Brystal said. “Although I’m not sure 
I can fault you for your views on humanity. At least, for 
now.” 

“Oh?” the alchemist asked. 

“When we were in the Temple of Knowledge, we saw 
something in the sorcerers’ vault that was disturbing,” she 
said. “It was called the Halls of Humanity. There were five 


corridors, and each one held a living representation of all 
the current dreams, nightmares, ideas, love, and hatred 
that humanity is experiencing. And sadly, the Hall of 
Nightmares and the Hall of Hatred were the fullest.” 

“Unfortunately, I’m not surprised,” he said. 

“Well, it was a shock to me,” Brystal said. “It has 
haunted me ever since we left. That’s why I’ve decided to 
devote the rest of my life to changing it.” 

The alchemist chuckled. “You plan on changing 
humanity? All on your own?” 

“Not alone,” she said. “Before we left the temple, the 
sorcerer we met was adamant that we take something from 
the vault. And since the Book of Sorcery was no longer 
there, I decided to take the one thing I knew could help 
change humanity for the better.” 

Dr. States’s eyes grew wide with curiosity. 

“What did you take?” he asked. 

“The Hall of Dreams,” Brystal said. “I’ve seen how easily 
the world can change with just a little touch of kindness. 
Humanity isn’t a cruel species—and it isn’t destined to self- 
destruct. They just haven’t had enough good examples to 
aspire to. They need someone who will champion their 
ideas, they need someone to encourage their ambitions, 
and they need someone to nurture their vulnerabilities. And 
hopefully, with the Hall of Dreams, we’ll be able to spread 
so much joy and light, people like the Righteous Emperor 
will never rise again.” 

“That’s quite a goal to set for yourself,” Dr. States said. 

“Even if I can’t do it, perhaps I’ll inspire the person who 
can,” she said. 

“I admire your devotion—but I’m too skeptical,” the 
alchemist said. “I suppose that’s why you’re the Fairy 
Godmother and I’m not.” 

“Everyone can’t save everything, Dr. States,” Brystal 
said. “You worry about the planet, and Ill worry about its 
people.” 


“Now that’s a goal I can get behind,” he said. 

The Fairy Godmother and the alchemist shook hands and 
said their good-byes. Brystal followed the floating path as it 
snaked through the Alchemy Institute and headed toward 
the landing strip at the front of the campus. There, Ryder 
and Kitty were waiting to take Brystal home. 

Tick... Tick... Tick... Tick. 

Brystal suddenly stopped in her tracks at an unexpected 
silence. All she heard was the ocean breeze as it whistled 
through the towers and spires of the institute—but her 
pocket watch had stopped ticking. It was quite a shock. She 
opened the watch and was amazed to see the gears had 
finally stopped turning, and yet: Brystal was still standing. 
Madame Weatherberry’s sacrifice had worked. 

An enormous smile grew across Brystal’s face, and her 
eyes filled with happy tears. 

“What are you smiling about?” Ryder asked. 

“T just realized I have the rest of my life to look forward 
to,” she said. 

Ryder helped Brystal aboard Kitty and the dragon soared 
into the sky. Soon the Alchemy Institute disappeared from 
view and all they could see for miles and miles around was 
the sparkling ocean and the sea of fluffy white clouds. 
Brystal beamed brightly while she admired the beauty 
surrounding her. 

“You doing okay back there?” Ryder asked. 

“Tm great!” she replied. 

However, Brystal was much better than great. As she 
flew through the picturesque sky, enjoying the wind 
blowing through her hair and the sunlight warming her 
skin, Brystal was consumed with an exhilarating feeling of 
happiness, excitement, and eagerness all at once. It was a 
familiar sensation, but she had never been more grateful to 
feel it. 

Brystal was alive. 
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